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Summary: Sequel to our widely successful WIDLAY. A much older Zuko & 
Katara struggle to deal with the changing times. When a greater 
threat looms over the land, the heroes of the hundred year war must 
come together once more. But with Aang missing can they band together 
and overcome what the Avatar could not? Could a King love once more? 
Could he regain what he had lost? 


1 . prologue 

**Trombe: Here we go. I'm going to keep going until I run out of 
steam. I've been on an Avatar mood lately. Here is the sequel to our 
widely successful story of WIDLAY. ** 

_artsyelric: we're so glad to be back writing this. 1 don't know how 
long til trombe runs outta steam but 1 plan to surf this wave for as 
long as 1 can ride it. I'm also right in the middle of a bunch of 
harry potter stuff so :P i'll be riding his coattails a bit as we 
start this._ 

**Trombe: If anybody can recommend a good Ty lukko (Zuko x Ty Lee) I 

would appreciate that. Been trying to find a good one. 

* * 

_artsyelric: ps go here if you want to see the picture katara is 
describing check out the cover image. And thank you to whoever made 
it. Its lovely_ 

_and as always, we do not own avatar or any of its characters . we are 
not nickelodeon or mike or brian nor do we have any official 
affiliation with the show, we do not make any money off these fics, 
we just do them for fun, and we're poor, so please don't sue or our 
corgi will starve : ( 3 disclaimers out of the way! lets get this 
party started! we give you WIALAY!_ 



><pXstrong>What I Always Loved About You<strong> 


**Prologue: Every Story Starts with...** 

* * 

* 


><pXstrong>Earth . <strong> 

**Eire . ** 

**Air . ** 

**Water . ** 

When I was a girl my father. Avatar Aang, told me the story of how he 
and his friends heroically ended the hundred year war. It was always 
Tenzin's favorite. But I have a feeling you've already heard that 
tale before. The story I wanted to tell is about what followed 
after . 

I wanted to tell a story about a king. 

Every good story starts with a king, right? At least that's what mom 
always said. I always loved those stories. She did too. 

To most he was a good king. 

To some he was a beloved king. 

Often he was an angry king. 

And once he was a resentful king. 

But alwaysa€ 1 he was a lonely king. 

To me though, he will always be someone special. He will always be 
the one who took care of me and my family when we needed it most. The 
one who lost everything to gain a kingdom. The one who fought to the 
bitter end when no one else thought he could. 

My Mom always loved that about him, and so do I . 

My name is Kya. I am the daughter of Avatar Aang and Katara of the 
Southern Water Tribe, and I want to tell you the story of a king 
named Zukoa€ 1 
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><pXstrong>The 13th Winter of Phoenix King Zuko ' s 
Reign : <strong> 

_To my dearest friend Zu-_ 

No . 

She crumped another letter. That didn't sound right either, she 
thought to herself as she smooshed the piece of parchment into an 
angry little ball and threw it right into the trash bin overflowing 



with similar rubbish. 


Her shoulders ached. She had been sitting at her desk for nearly an 
hour trying to come up with the words she needed to write down. 

Katara blew away a single bang that hovered above her eye in 
frustration. She gave a stretch as far wide as she could before 
falling on her desk, eager to rest for just a bit. Her head felt cool 
pressed against the mahogany wood. She had always loved this desk. It 
was one of the very first things Aang made for her. She could still 
remember the day when her husband proudly displayed the fruit of his 
long labor trying to learn carpentry. 

She sighed coyly as she glanced upon a perfect portrait of a rag-tag 
group of friends. What did Aang call it, a photograph? 

In the years that had gone past a multitude of technological 
breakthroughs had occurred, the photograph being one of them. She 
smiled, proud of the the strides that humanity had achieved. It was 
as if they were always destined for greater things were it not for 
men like Sozin and Ozai. 

In the picture, five smiling faces were immortalized forever in the 
moment. A wolf-knotted, strong warrior could be found on the right. 
Well muscled and supremely confident, a fact that was reflected on 
his smug face. Yet his boyish charms overwhelmed everything else 
about him as he clasped a friendly hand upon his companion's 
shoulder, sharing attention with the man on his left. Though she was 
loath to think of it, she had to admita€ 1 he was rather handsome. A 
fact she shooed right back into the recesses of her mind. No sister 
EVER thinks that of their brother. That was justa€ 1 ew. But she could 
be proud, right? 

Once more his stupid grin looked at her. 

_Shut up Sokka, _she playfully thought as she tore of a piece of 
paper, crumbled it, and flicked it straight onto her intended target. 
A direct contact upon picture-Sokka ' s forehead which bounced back 
with vigor. 

On the left of the picture was her and her loving Aang. Clad in the 
robes of a master airbender that hid a gorgeous lean physique, his 
form emboldened even more by a rich red sash. The last airbender cut 
a fine figure, proven by his many ardent female admirers. The young 
Avatar had a severe growth spurt over the years, and now towered 
above everyone else in the photograph. But he had never outgrown that 
friendly smile of his, the one that never made you feel small. She 
loved that about him. The two of them looked so happy - even in the 
photograph Aang and Katara stood side by side, both their arms 
wrapped around the other from behind, an image that hinted at the 
strong trust and bond between them. On Aang ' s shoulder sat his animal 
companion Momo, curiously looking somewhere else, oblivious to the 
situation . 

In the middle of the frame a commanding body demanded attention. Her 
snow white like skin proved a nice contrast over her onyx metallic 
armor. Her left finger pointing straight at Katara with 
convict ion . 

A fond memory washed over the waterbender recalling the events of 
that day. 



"_Hey, You! Yeah, you, camera guy. Make sure you get my good 
side ! 

"_How would you even know which side is your good side? You're 
blind!" _her brother always had a comeback whenever it concerned 
Toph . 

And Toph was always eager to reply in kind. 

That time was a rock pillar that catapulted Sokka straight through 
the air. 

"_Every side is my good side." _The smirk on Toph that daya€ 1 Katara 
couldn't help but giggle as she recalled it. 

And finally she focused on the most striking one in the group. 

Dressed in royal red and gold, this man exuded nobility. His arms 
cross over his powerful chest, dual dao swords sheathed upon his 
back. Part of his long jet black hair pulled in a royal knot, while 
the rest flowed and covered the base of his neck extending beyond his 
back like silken locks. Before she had given it conscious thought, 
Katara found herself picking up the portrait to get a better look at 
his face. She could see why many said he has a harsh face. The burnt 
scar amplified his stern presence. Yet all she saw was the face of 
one of the kindest and bravest people she knew. Her blue eyes 
connected with his own golden ones, unblinking. 

Lost in her own thought she did not even realize her fingers were 
gently upon the picture, as if trying to remember his 
features . 

Coming back to reality she cleared her head and placed the picture 
frame back down into its proper place. 

She knew what she needed to say. 

With pen and parchment in hand her fingers blazed through with 
precision . 

_To my best friend Zuko, _ 

_How are you? It's been several years now since we last talked. I 
know our obligations have been keeping us pretty busy but I've always 
tried to make time to write to you. This would be my 37th letter in 
the last couple of months. Are you even getting this? You should 
definitely "fire" the messenger. _ 

Katara stifled a laugh, thinking to herself that there was more than 
one comedian born in the family. 

_Anyway how are you? Have you been eating well? How are things in 
court? How is Mai? There are so many questions I have for you. So 
many things I want to talk to you about. _ 

She paused for a second before continuing on her next 
paragraph . 

_Aang turns 26 in 6 weeks. We expect you to be there for his Name Day 
and Sokka wants you to prepare a nice celebratory speech. I'm 



beginning to worry that he ordered way too many crabbopus cakes. You 
know Sokka. Hehea€l_ 

She hesitated. Should she write down hehe? She had laugheda€ 1 how was 
he suppose to know she laughed if she didn't write it down? 

She nodded in agreement with herself. She was going to keep 
that . 

_Anyway, I've had my hands full with everything that's going on. A 
lot of my time has been dedicated to rebuilding our homes here in the 
Southern Water Tribes, and it's not as simple as we all thought it 
would be. But I love it. I wouldn't have it any other way. My 
students are getting better at their bending. I think we really have 
a shot at reviving the Southern Waterbending style. The way Sokka 
tells our war stories, a lot of them really admire you. They would 
love to perform for you when you come. It would make their day if you 
would let them._ 

Katara couldn't wait to see the look on Zuko ' s exasperated face when 
confronted by so many waterbending children. The intimidating Phoenix 
King always felt awkward around children, and it showed. But Katara 
loved that aspect about him, mostly because it made him human, like 
the rest of them. 

_It ' s not only the students that keep me busy. My family does that 
plenty. My boys are doing okay. Aang is Aang. He's probably already 
visited you this year so you already know how he is. He might even be 
there when you get this letter so give him a hug for me, I know how 
much of a hugger you are. Sokka is busy being all super macho Water 
Tribe man, sailing with dad all over, helping out wherever they can. 
Your fleets probably run into them plenty. Fighting pirates, rescuing 
lost seafarers, and taking on a sea dragon or two if you believe the 
way Sokka says it. Dad said it was one seahorse-lion ._ 

_As for my childrena€l Bum! is nothing like his dad. And that's a 
good thing. I wouldn't have it any other way. He's 7 now and growing 
stronger with each passing year. I swear this boy was born to find 
trouble. I love him for it, but it's tough! I know Aang really wanted 
an airbending child, but we love our son with all our heart. _ 

_Kya turned 5 this year and, oh my spirits, you would love her. I 
know you would. She's smart, well spoken for her age, not to mention 
an outstanding waterbender courtesy of her amazing waterbender 
teacher. She's been asking a lot about you. I mean it makes sense 
considering the last time she saw you she was 3. Don't make me tell 
her embarrassing stories about you. You should do that 
yourself ._ 

What started out as an elated conversation suddenly became a somber 
thought as it slowly dawned on Katara how long has it been since she 
last saw those bright golden eyes. 

_I really hope you're doing well. Where are you?_ _Are youa€ 1 Are you 
even there? Are you avoiding me? Please write me back. I just want to 
know if you're okay._ 


Katara looked at her written words, reflecting her emotions. Could 
that really be true? Would Zuko really avoid her? 



Noa€ 1 There was just no way. Zuko would never do that to her. It was 
definitely not possible, she hastily concluded. He was just really 
busy - obviously. He had to be. He had a whole nation to rule. 

She flexed her fingers as she felt for the water in the ink. 
Gracefully she drew the black liquid off of the parchment and removed 
the comment of Zuko ' s avoidance and left in her concern about his 
well being. 

Carefully going over every word she finally ended the letter with a 
simple: _Yours truly, Katara. _ 

She folded the letter and placed her seal upon it, readying it to be 
delivered upon the morrow. A loud voice called to her from one of the 
rooms of her lovely home. 

"Aha€ 1 Honey! Katara, can you come in here? Your son is doing that 
thing again with his nose and the icle." 

She smiled gently. Her work was never done. 

"Coming ! " 
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><pXstrong>The 14th Spring of Phoenix King Zuko ' s 
Reign : <strong> 

Katara couldn't help herself as she watched her beloved husband being 
pulled along by his friends, as they dragged and hoisted him up to 
the center stage. She fidgeted with anticipation, hiding behind the 
curtain. She was ready for Aang ' s surprise. 

"Speech! Speech! Speech!" her brother yelled from across the 
floor . 


"I uh, I don't really have one prepared. I mean I can-" 

"Boo! Boo your apologies!" Toph joined in the taunting. 

"You can't boo an apology," Aang protested. 

"I'll boo whatever I wanna boo!" Toph made a face at him and turned 
to her students. "We all will! Everyone, boo his apology right now! 
BOOOO ! " A chorus of boos rose from the crowd as Toph's students began 
hissing their teacher's disapproval. "Weak! Whoever boos the loudest 
gets the day off training tomorrow!" The boos intensified 
drastically . 


That was one taunt too many for Aang to let slide. He coughed 
slightly before facing his admiring audience with a polite face, 
rising to their challenge. 


Toph waved her hands to silence the crowd as Aang cleared his throat. 
"That's enough you suck ups, he's gonna do it. Shut up!" 

"I thank you for coming for my 26th name day. Ia€l I feel so blessed 
to be surrounded by so many of my friends, and my wonderful family. I 
know that the journey to Air temple Island was long and arduous for 
many of you and I thank you for making that trip to be with us here 



today- Ah! Bumi don't hang from there!" 


The audience turned to see the Avatar's oldest climbing upon the head 
of an esteemed Air Nomad statue. It was sight that made Katara's 
heart leap from her chest. She left him with Sokka for one second and 
already her boy was in trouble! 

An agile warrior vaulted from the audience floor with the grace of a 
wolf-panther. A silver haired chieftain of the Water Tribe closed the 
gap between himself and Bumi with ease, age not slowing or having an 
effect over his muscular physique. "I got him. Son. Go finish your 
speech!" Hakoda laughed as he tickled his mischievous 
grandson . 

Katara breathed a sigh of relief. She had the best dad. 

"Uha€ 1 okay. Well I was going to say-" 

Aang ' s conclusion to his speech was Katara's cue as she stepped out 
from behind the curtain, bringing with her a gigantic aquatic sphere 
of water held up only by her bending. 

She let him have it . 

It cascaded across the stage, splashing Aang and the entire front row 
of the audience, the explosive and chilling force of the water got 
everywhere . 

But while Aang was spluttering in shock, the crowd roared in laughter 
and fun as everyone revealed their part in the joke. 

"SURPRISE AANG! HAPPY NAME DAY!" they all shouted. 

The baffled but jubilant Avatar looked upon his wife with love and 
amusement. She mouthed a _I'm sorry. Blame sokka. _ Her fingers formed 
a heart as she gazed at him _I love you_. 

An act that caused him to menacingly raise his hands in the air as 
his fingers danced about maniacally. 

"C'merea€l" he playfully threatened. 

"Aang, what are youa€ 1 No- No! No you stop right there-" 

Too late. He had caught her in his very wet embrace and squeezed her 
close . 

"Aang! Stop! Hahahaha ! It's too cold! You're getting my dress 
wet ! " 


Though she complained, she secretly loved the little moments and all 
that they had shared. Katara didn't think she would get any happier 
than this. 

Than the wail of a ship horn pulled her from her own little world. 
"That sounds like, Zuko, " Aang commented. 

She smiled alongside her husband, ecstatic at their friend's arrival. 
"That's just like him to make an entrance." She pulled her husband's 
hand, pulling him with her as she started to the docks. "C'mon. Let's 



go and greet them properly." 


Excusing themselves from the party the two happily walked at a 
comfortable pace, not in any rush to ruin the quiet moments they had 
together alone, away from everyone. Spirits know they had only a few 
of those. 

True enough it was a magnificent Fire Nation Battleship that pulled 
in. Smaller destroyers could be seen in the distance, the armed 
escorts more than content to just patrol around. But it was the 
battleship itself that commanded attention. Her majestic cannons 
primed and poised to take on any hostile enemy. She just exuded power 
and regality, as expected of the Fire Nation fleet. While once this 
would have been a terrible and frightening sight for many of them, 
today she and Aang watched it arrive, marveling at its grandiose 
beauty and excited for its passengers to disembark. It was definitely 
the largest ship Katara had ever seen. It had to be Zuko ' s flagship. 
From her decks came a royal imperial guard of a dozen, with 
handmaidens and servant boys trailing behind them. The heart of the 
convoy stood a very familiar face wrapped in the Fire Nation's latest 
fashion . 

"Ty Lee!" Katara exclaimed as both she and Aang walked towards their 
unexpected guest. 

"Oh, I'm sorry," the visitor exclaimed. "You have me confused with my 
sister. I'm Ty Lao. A common misunderstanding - we get it quite a 
lot." She hesitated to correct the wife of the Avatar, so she did it 
with poise and dignity. 

"Happy Name Day, Avatar. May you and your family be blessed." She 
daintily lowered her head as she gave a courteous bow to both of 
them. "The Phoenix King sends his regards along with some magnificent 
presents." She snapped her fingers and promptly a dozen Fire Nation 
Soldiers were helping unload crates and crates of goodies and exotic 
wares . 

"Wait., .what do you mean his regards?" Katara didn't understand. 

Ty Lao must have sensed her confusion as she awkwardly eyed both of 
them. "Uma€ 1 my apologies. I thought both of you had been told. His 
royal eminence could not make this trip as he has his hands tied down 
pretty heavily back home in the Fire Nation." 

"But he said-" 

"What my wife is trying to say is we are honored and more than 
graciously accept his highness's gifts." Aang placed his fist over an 
open palm and gave a courteous bow of his own. "Right, 

Honey? " . 

Katara was quick to follow her husband's lead. "I mean, yes. We are 
more than happy to receive you all." 

Ty Lao smiled lavishly. "Thank you. We are honored. Now I have been 
instructed by his Highness to perform a traditional Fire Nation Name 
Day dance. I would very much like to show you. I do not mean to 
boast, but among my sisters I am considered a very accomplished 
dancer and-" 



Her words seem to trail off in Katara's mind. 


Zukoa€ 1 you never break your promises. 


2. Chapter 1 : The Life Of A King 

**Trombe: Sorry if the first few chapters are short. I'm trying to 
find a good balance between the two as I find some people find 
reading the longer ones hard.** 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pXstrong>What I Always Loved About You<strong> 
**Chapter 1: The Life Of A King** 
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><pXstrong>Mere Weeks Before Aang ' s Name Day<strong> 

"My King the-" 

"Irrigation ditches of the southern walls need to be fixed. I know. 
You've told me countless times already. When we can spare the 
manpower for it, it will be done. In due time," the Phoenix King 
insisted when the man opened his mouth again. "Next." 

Zuko adamantly waved his hand, impatience gnawing at his core. 

"Very well my King," the adviser complied shortly. "Admiral Chou is 
demanding to know why we took half of his eastern fleet and converted 
the ships for raw materials, " Koga casually stated as he read through 
his report . 

"Admiral Chou does not make demands, Koga. Not of me." Zuko paused, 
considering the situation. "Did you tell him why?" 

"Yes, Sire. We needed the materials to repair the damage done to the 
capital and the surrounding countryside, " the old adviser answered 
nonchalantly . 

"How'd he take it?" Zuko ' s one good brow arched quizzically. 

"Not well, your Grace." 

The newly titled Phoenix King could just visualize the angry face of 
the old Admiral, that familiar vain on his forehead popping 
out . 

"Good. Maybe that will remind him who he serves. He needs to learn 
his place. What good are warships in times of peace anyway?" Zuko 
sighed heavily as he felt a small bead of sweat trickling down his 
forehead. Summer had once been his favorite season, back when he was 
a boy and free to take off his robes and splash in the cool blue sea. 
Now it only served to hinder him, as the clothes the ruler of the 
Fire Nation wore were heavy and warm. How quickly the times 
changed . 

"If you say so, your Grace." The wizened adviser solemnly bowed, his 



long beard swaying slightly, bringing Zuko back to reality 


"Is there anything else?" Zuko asked, shifting around his throne, 
carefully trying to avoid the metal spikes that protruded from it. 

The golden throne of the Phoenix King might have been a sight of 
power and prestige, but all Zuko saw was an ugly chair that was 
gruesomely uncomfortable to sit on. "I haven't got all day." 

"Urn, a Miss Ty Lee was here earlier. She left a cordial invitation 
for you, my King. Something about a grand circus act, I do believe. 
She said they would be performing tonight, here in the capital. 

Sounds horrid, but I took the message..." 

Zuko ' s wearisome face lit up a little at the mention of the pretty 
acrobat's name. It had been some time now since he had seen someone 
other than Fire Nation officials, much less a friend. After all had 
been said and done, even after having fought against Fire Lord Ozai ' s 
world war, Ty Lee had returned to her circus home with no hesitation. 
A brief bit of time had been spent with the Kyoshi Warriors, but soon 
enough Ty Lee had roamed back where she always found herself, with no 
thoughts of responsibility or want of glory. Nothing Zuko could offer 
her seemed to appeal more than the spotlight and tightrope. She 
claimed to have never wanted anything more. Even risking her life in 
the war seemed to have been selfless on her part. 

_I just wanted to help my friends. That's all_. He swore he could 
still hear that cheerful voice. 

He would have gladly left all of this heat, and pomp, for a chance to 
see her smiling face again. He'd never gotten a chance to see her at 
the circus. He wondered dimly how she'd look as she walked on that 
tightrope, dazzling millions. Her fame in the war garnered enough 
attention to her circus that she was now the main attraction. _**The 
Magnificent Ty Lee,**_ the posters showed. 

Buta€ 1 Duty got in the way. Somehow, it always did. 

He missed the old days. Even if he spent many of them sleeping on the 
ground, angrily pursuing enemies, at least he had been somewhat 
free . . . 

"Give her my regards, Koga. Sadly I won't be making an appearancea€ 1 
I have other pressing matters to attend to." 

Zuko stood up, not being able to stand the infernal chair anymore. 
Casually he walked towards the window, letting the blessedly cool air 
caress his face. 

"a€ll suppose you would like to send her a bouquet of fire lilies 
along with that apology, my King?" Koga suggested. 

Zuko shook his head a bit; a small boyish grin was across his face. 
Ancient he might be, but Lord Koga had faithfully served as his 
family's counsel for years. His body might be waning but his mind was 
still as sharp as the day he served Zuko ' s grandfather, Eire Lord 
Azulon. No details were left unchecked whenever he was concerned. As 
reward for siding with the prince during his Agni Kai Lord Koga ' s 
family had been reinstated as trusted advisers to the King and had 
faithfully served Zuko throughout the years. He trusted them like 
family . 



"Perfect. What girl would not like a bouquet of fire lilies?" Zuko 
smirked . 

A pretty flower for a pretty girl. It was the best he could do. Ty 
Lee would understand. 

The elder Koga smiled back in return. "Very well. Sire." 

Clasping his hands behind him he sensed that his advisor still had 
more. "What else do we have today?" Zuko asked as he casually 
observed the outside world, his golden eyes gazing in the distance, 
taking in massive mountains and a blue sky. 

"Lady Mai sent back a message from New Ozai-" 

"Omashu, you mean, " Zuko corrected. 

"Oh, I'm terribly sorry, my King. Forced habit, I suppose. AhemaC 1 in 
any case lady Mai sent back a message from Omashu, Sire. She said the 
restoration project is going well and the citizens are actually 
cooperating with our soldiers. At the rate they are going, she 
estimated that it may only take a mere months for them to 
finish . " 

Mai's beautiful face came to mind. With her stone-like gaze and cold, 
uncaring attitude one would never think that she, of all people, 
would have volunteered to lead the restoration project of restoring 
the fabled city of Omashu back to its original state. But 
surprisingly it was Mai who came to him directly about the 
matter . 

_My father was once governor of that place_, she'd told him. _It ' s 
only right that his daughter be the one to lead this. It'll help 
improve my father's relations with both the colonials and the Earth 
Kingdom. BesidesaCl I am so bored of this palace. Maybe the Mad King 
of Omashu can entertain me._ 

He remembered her saying goodbye to him, remembered the last kiss 
they shared on the morning before she departed for the Earth 
Kingdom . 

That was three months ago. 

"That'saCl good to hear," Zuko stated simply, not revealing how much 
he had missed having Mai around. Suffering shared was suffering 
halved. He sighed. "Is there anything else on the agenda?" 

"No, my Lord. . . Just the usual documents and paper works that need 
your seal and approval, but-" 

"Then leave me, " Zuko commanded as he rubbed his temple with his left 
hand . 

"a€l Yes. Yes of course. As you will. Sire." Koga bowed low before 

departing the throne room, closing the massive doors behind 

him. 


Alone in the room Zuko could finally drop his guard, sighing as he 
rubbed his left shoulder, which was sore somehow and causing a crick 



in his neck. He had never felt so tired in his life. Not even an Agni 
Kai proved this draining. He slowly touched the top of his hair, 
where the golden flame perched, the symbol of the most powerful man 
in the Fire Nation. 

Carefully he took it down as he examined the small regalia in his 
hand. So tiny a thing, yet the burden and responsibility it carried 
with it weighed more than the tallest mountain. 

Zuko ' s golden eyes were fixed upon it, his gaze unwavering and 
unblinking . 

"All hail Phoenix King ZukoaC 1 " he said out loud to himself, the tone 
in his voice mocking. Then his facade broke. "What a joke," he 
muttered. "I never asked for thisaCl" 

Zuko ' s head lowered, as he touched the small royal ornament to his 
forehead, feeling it's cool metal flush against his forehead. It felt 
nice. Healing. 

The image of a lovely girl with mahogany skin, with eyes that shone 
like the brightest sapphires swam before his vision. Thoughts of her 
still came to him now and again, and even here, in the presence of 
his throne room, her face still haunted him. 

'What ifs' are plentiful. Destiny is unchanging. 

He hated destiny. More specifically he hated his destiny. 

"a€ll never asked for any of thisaCl" 

But he had asked for it, he'd fought for it. Mostly because he wanted 
to change the world though, not because he wanted the crown. He would 
have been just as glad if his uncle had taken it. He knew he had an 
obligation to his people that his father and sister had never 
understood, and that meant taking the throne, but it was not the 
crown that he had wanted. It never had been. It was the 
girl . 

"Apologies my King, " 

GRRRRRRRRRR. .WHAT IS IT NOW?! IS A KING NOT ENTITLED TO A SECOND OE 
PEACE? ! 

He calmed the inner tirade as he brought to mind an old proverb. 

_A great king rules with a sound mind and a calm heart. _ 

Whoever came up with that was never born in the Eire Nation. Eire was 
in their blood. There was only so much Zuko could take before his 
temper overflowed from annoyance. 

But his hardened face quickly faded as he spotted his advisor 
carefully showing him a piece of parchment, sealed in the Traditional 
signs of the Water Tribes. 

"I'm sorry. Sire, it completely slipped my mind during our 
discussions. A letter arrived for you this morning." 

And as quickly as his temper rose it completely dissipated into 



nothingness. His fingers unsure whether he should take the letter 
from Koga or not. 

"Should Ia€l should I add this to the pile. Sire?" The hand of the 
king asked, already familiar with its content even without opening 
the letter. 

He should. 

He should definitely add it to the pile and burn it all, the small 
voice inside him advised. 

"No, I will take ita€ 1 " His voice trailed off. 

It was always the same. No matter how much reason told him not to, a 
louder voice always won. More than anything he wanted to. 

He would read it . 

He had read all of them, after all. 

Thanking the man once more for his discretion Zuko took the letter 
and dismissed him promptly. 

Sitting back down once more upon his throne, he corrected the hems of 
his robes once more and set the regalia back into its rightful place 
atop his topknot. He began to read the letter calmly, imagining 
Katara's voice as he did so. It was always easy. Her features, her 
scent, her voice - he had memorized it all. 

Upon completion he looked blankly at the letter, unsure of how he 
felt. He loved hearing all about her life but it always pained him as 
much as it brought him joy. 

_That could have been mine._ 

He furiously shook his head at the thought, ashamed and disgusted 
that he would even think such a thing. No. No. She and Aang deserved 
that happiness. They had decided that long ago, and he would not be 
the one to ruin it. 

That pledge was precisely the reason why he was in this predicament 
in the first place. 

They say absence makes the heart grow fonder, but Zuko disagreed. It 
was his fervent hope that this was no more than a lie someone had 
told themselves to make a separation easier. His lie to himself, the 
one he _had _ to believe each and every day, was that absence made it 
easier. Easier to forgive. To forget. Easier to move on. It just had 
to . 

Which is how it had come to this. 

It hadn't been intentional at first, not a conscious choice to stop 
replying. A letter or two he had no time to respond due to his 
responsibilities. But as the letters kept piling in he found he had 
no words to reply backa€ 1 and so, though he read them one and all, he 
answered with nothing. With each passing unanswered letter he found 
it easier to put Katara out of his thoughts. There would even be days 
where he didn't even wonder what she was doing at the moment. And he 



needed those days. Badly. 


He could hear the teachings of the fire priests echo in his head, 
like a zealot inquisition. _It is a sinful man who covets his 
friend's wife. The thought must be purged with fire and 
discipline ._ 

Fire and discipline. 

Words he tried to live by. The first he could not do, her letters 
meant so much to him. It was one of the few things he had left that 
connected them together. But the second, discipline, he could apply. 
He owed Aang that much. 

So he would listen to her wordsa€ 1 but it did not mean he had to 
respond . 

Finally he cupped his face as he sighed in frustration before 
collecting his thoughts. Zuko than called for his adviser. The hand 
of the king was always nearby when he was needed. 

"Yes, Your Grace?" Koga bowed in anticipation. 

"I have a task for you. A favor really. The Avatar's Name Day, Can 
you see to it?" 

The elder man smiled at the request. "Of course my King. It will all 
be taken care of." 

The Phoenix King held his head up high, confident in his hand and 
decision. "Get it done please, and thank you." 


3. Chapter 2:Friends 

**Trombe: I have no words for this. Just please read, review, and 
enjoy. You know what I do have something to say considering the mass 
number of PMs I get about it. For those concerned about this being 
tagged a Zutara and it actually not being a Zutara from the start, 
its called a slow build up. The events of WIDLAY still has an affect 
over Zuko and Katara. Things aren't the same and we're making sure to 
respect the characters enough to create a very believable 
relationship. Trust us to do right by you.** 

_artsyelric: not sure if it's that these chapters are short or if 
it's more like our final chapters for the last one grew to ginormous 
proportions. :P_ 
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><pXstrong>What I Always Loved About You<strong> 
**Chapter 2: Friends** 
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><pXem>Spirit s , it was hot ! <em> 

Toph felt her pale skin sizzle in the intense sun as she disembarked 
from the ship. She considered stopping for a covering, but was too 



eager to leave behind the creaking vessel. The ocean was never a 
place for an earthbender like her. As soon as her bare feet touched 
solid dirt she felt so much better. 

With blank eyes staring upward to the sky she stretched her hands far 
and wide, finally shaking off her slight nausea. Steady and strong 
they may be, the ships of the Fire Nation had nothing on Mother 
Nature. Toph sunk her toes into the dirt, feeling the vibrations of 
the city around her, fire ants, people, animals and carts, all 
connected. Through the earth she could see them, feel them all around 
her . 

The master earthbender cracked her neck casually as she pulled up her 
travel bag to her shoulder, slowly taking in the world around 
her . 

The city's sights and sounds were unlike anything she'd seen anywhere 
else. The fish market was bustling, the harbor teeming of sailors 
with plenty of work to do. And the people, oh, the people! There were 
so many. She had indeed arrive at the crown jewel of the Fire Nation. 
The Capital of Lhi Ming Dhu Shi. 

She could see it all, and she liked what she saw. True she hadn't 
been in the Fire Nation for years but she's always admired the 
culture and the ingenuity of its people. A Bei Fong always kept up 
with the times, after all. 

A sweat had begun to form on her forehead. 

The culture was one thing. 

The weather was another. How anyone could stand to wear those Fire 
Nation robes in this kind of heat and humidity she did not know. It 
made it hard to think. To walk. To feel with her feet. 

"Eha€ 1 guess I don't really need this right now." As she said it, her 
metallic armor began to fall apart around her, clanging and ringing 
all the way down to the ground. 

Her skin felt the freedom of the sea breeze, glad to be able to 
breath once more. This was so much better. 

Her feet spotted the captain as he made his way down the 
plank . 

"Hey, captain!" She called out as she hurled a golden coin his way. 
"Watch this stuff will ya. I'll be back for it." 

"Ah Miss, you really can't be leaving your stuff like that lying 
there. Its littering." 

"I know. That's why I'm paying you to watch out for them. Don't 
worry. I'll be back for them in a bit." 

"But-" 

"That's my good man." She waved farewell as she continued walking 
of f . 

"Miss, I'm going to confiscate them and throw them to the sea!" 



The threat made Toph grin as she continued walking away without 
looking back. "Buddy, I'd like to see you try." 

As she continued walking she heard the predictable cry of the 
captain's voice "Oh my back! How heavy are these?!" 
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><p>It didn't take the metalbender long to make her way past the 
docks and into the market district. And from there was a hop, skip, 
and a jump to the town square. Erected in the center of it all was a 
beautiful fountain. Sparkling blue water flowed into and around it. 
Obviously made to be stared at, not to be used as a watering 
hole . <p> 

She didn't care. 

It was hot. She didn't think anyone would mind if she splashed some 
of that cool water unto herself. After all she couldn't exactly stare 
at it anyway. Sitting down on the fountain's edges she cupped a 
handful of the refreshingly cold liquid and splashed some on her 
face, revitalizing her. 

She was so caught up playing with the water that she almost missed 
feeling a heavy presence emitting from the middle of the water. She 
dipped her feet in it slowly, the ripples of the tiny pond caressing 
her feet. She couldn't see at first. The water made the image hard to 
visualize. But little by little the image slowly pieced itself 
together in her mind. 

It was a bronze statue, made in the image of her life long frienda€ 1 
and the most powerful man of the Fire Nation. 

"Heh, " she smirked to herself. Whoever the sculptor was had done a 
brilliant job of capturing Zuko ' s regal image; he had even managed to 
retain the legendary scowl Zuko had often worn. "They did mess up 
your nose a bit though, Hotman, " she admitted to the statue. But time 
was a wastin'. "I'm not here to stare at you, metal Zuko. I'm here 
for the real deal." 

She had not spent weeks on a boat to go on vacation or sight see 
about the Fire Nation. She was here to see her friend, the real one, 
and to ask why of all things he would skip out on it was Aang ' s Name 
Day . 

Wella€l she had a feeling she knew why. 

But that was no excuse to miss out on a lovely occasion. Everyone was 
there. Even Teo and his dad, the Mechanist, made time from their busy 
schedule to show their love and support for Aang. 

_Zuko should just stop being such a baby around Katara and just man 
up_. It had been cute at first, but by spirits it was getting 
annoying. Avoiding Katara was one thing, but if it made him miss out 
on his own life, he would have to get over it. 

"You'd better be ready for me Zu-zu. I'm cornin' for ya." 


With invigorated spirit in hand Toph was ready and willing as she 



continued her trek towards the royal palace. 


She arrived in the inner courtyards shortly and was astounded at the 
numerous amounts of people, all in line, all waiting to see the 
Phoenix King. 

"Damn Zukoa€ 1 You _are_ a busy guy," Toph stated out loud with an 
impressed whistle. 

She moved forwards through the crowd until she could hear the voices 
of the people in the front of the queue arguing with the guards. 

"When can I see the King?" one demanded. "I've been in line all 
morning . " 

"Who cares how long you've been in line!" another objected. "Mine is 
urgent! I need to take up grievances with this order. I-" 

But a third man interrupted. "You need to see him?! I've been coming 
back to this line for weeks now. What am I going to do about my 
farms?! When his Highness freed those Earth Kingdom slaves he took 
all of my work force with it. Who's going to compensate me for 
that? ! " 

Arguments and shouting was all she could hear, as each complainer 
believed their concern was more important than the other. Finally the 
captain of the guards spoke as he thundered his halberd on the 
ground, echoing throughout the hallowed grounds of the outer 
palace . 

"As I've said before. His Majesty has heard all of your concerns and 
will see you all tomorrow. He is presently occupied with more 
important manners and that will be all for today." 

"But-" 

"I said, that WILL be all for day." She had to admit, Zuko did knew 
how to employ intimidating men where he needed them to be - the 
captain's word rang with authority and conviction. 

The crowd grumbled and complained, but always they would comply. As 
the once bustling crowd was slowly diminishing a lone figure stood in 
front of the guards. Toph did not recognize her at first, but 
probably because she was as good at being as light on her feet as 
Aang. As her features slowly began to sketch itself in Toph's mind 
the lone visitor spoke. 

She knew that voice immediately. 

_Ty Lee._ 

"Please, Captain Lai Fo, you know me. If you could just tell his 
imperial Majesty thataC 1 if you could just tell Zuko it's my last day 
here I'm sure he would let me see him. Tonight is our last 
performance in the capital before we move on. I just want to see my 
friendaC 1 to see if he is okay," the acrobat pleaded, her long 
braided locks flowing with the gentle breeze. 

_0h she's good._ Toph had never been interested in women. Never been, 
never would be. But even she couldn't help but be impressed with the 
way Ty Lee moved her body to imply different very intriguing 



mannerisms. Daughterly to the captain, seductive to the soldier 
beside him, but always alluring. This was something Toph had never 
mastered, preferring to just pound her way through most obstacles. 
Still, she always had the time to stop and observe a master of 
anything in their element. 

She clearly wasn't the only one captivated by Ty Lee's damsel in 
distress performance as the soldier on the captain's left eyed his 
superior concernedly. "Captain, it's her last daya€ 1 c'mon. How could 
we make a pretty face worry like this?" 

Lai Fo stood his ground as he continued to see past the sultry 
acrobat, eyeing the horizon. "It is not up to me, the orders were-" 
The captain paused. He made the one mistake of looking into her eye, 
and even Toph could feel the intensity in Ty Lee's gaze. She even 
blinked slowly. Apparently it made the captain's train of thought 
come to a stunned halt. His tone gradually change, and when he spoke 
again it was with a much different attitude. "I am deeply sorry about 
this. Miss Ty Lee. I truly am. My daughter has seen your shows. She 
admires you a lot, said she wanted to grow up to be just like you. 

But it isn't up to me... His Highness specifically said he will see 
no one today. That includes you." 

Blind she may be, but even Toph could feel Ty Lee's dejected mood. 

Her lip pouted, and her heartbeat changed. The braided beauty left 
with a heavy heart, her feet dragging as she glanced once more at the 
palace. Lost in her sad world, she didn't even notice Toph as she 
walked past her. 

As for Toph she didn't know Ty Lee well enough to stop her, didn't 
know if she _should_ stop the acrobat from walking away. She had 
always been either trying to kill Toph, or Suki and Zuko ' s friends. 
Toph had barely spoken to her when she was around, and she was here 
to see someone else. 

Speaking of thataC 1 what was that she was feeling?... Footsteps. 
Familiar footsteps. On the second floor. Towards the right wing. 

She could feel it. She could feel him. Her friend was just there, on 
the third window. He would have had to have seen Ty Lee. He must have 
been standing at the window watching, and decided to ignore her 
too . 

That Jerk! 

First it was Katara and now Ty Lee! 

How many more hearts was he going to break? Toph had had enough. He 
wasn't going to hide in this palace feeling sorry for himself any 
longer . 

_Leave it to me Ty Lee, I'll straighten him up, _she consoled the sad 
acrobat in her head as she rolled up her sleeves. 

She strode up to the guards with purposeful steps, never questioning 
if she belonged. She paid no attention to the distractions around her 
as she made her way towards the center, right between the four 
towering imperial guards, her confident steps never faltering even as 
they called out to her to stop. "Halt! Identity yourself!" 



A stomp of her left foot sent the quartet flying towards the outer 
walls. "Out of my way peons. I've got business with your King." 


On the distant horizon one could hear the meager cry of "I should 
have been an acupuncturist ! " 

She clapped her hands together, much like a solemn prayer before 
unleashing her pent up annoyance on the metallic doors of the inner 
palace. In her hands they were like paper as they opened with blazing 
speed, their metallic cries signalling the earthbender ' s arrival. The 
guards were screaming about an attack and she felt the citizens 
running away, but she ignored all of it. 

"Hey Hotman ! " she yelled out sweetly, "I'm hooo-me ! And I've got a 
bone to pick with ya." 
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><p>In the distant halls of the palace Zuko heard the and he cringed. 
Was that... was that Toph? That's impossible. She never said she was 
coming. Toph's threats could never be taken lightly, even if you were 
her friend. Especially if you were her friend. And considering she 
had started her visit with the tearing down of his public entrance, 
he thought she might be in a bad mood.<p> 

The Phoenix King followed the rumbling sounds of her footsteps 
eventually meeting the master earthbender in the open halls outside 
of his throne room. 

"Topha€l" He smiled fondly. "How are-" His greeting was cut short as 
his honed reflexes kicked in, dodging a piece of marble debris she 
had bended from one of the nearby pillars. 

"Get down. Sire!" A guard yelled, leaping up in front of him with a 
spear. "She's dangerous! 

"Of course she is," Zuko spat at him. "That's Toph Bei Fong. Toph! 
What are you doing? ! " 

"I don't know. What are you doing?" the blind girl rhetorically asked 
as she closed the gap between them, feet and hand ready in the mantis 
stance of her earth bending style. 

Zuko pushed his guard aside at the last second, but Toph was aiming 
for him. A few well-aimed swipes to his head almost made their marks, 
causing Zuko to spin backwards to create some distance from his 
surprise attacker. 

"Trying to not get smoosh by you!" he answered awkwardly as the two 
continued their martial dance. 

"Funny. I thought I was just talking to an old friend of mine," Toph 
answered, with clear anger in her voice as she lowered her stance and 
landed an open palm towards Zuko ' s chest, sending the King reeling 
backwards for a few feet. 

Her hands were like Iron. Whatever Toph was doing he couldn't afford 
to not take her seriously. He waved at his guards, telling them to 
stand back and give him room to fight her. Many appeared not to want 
to abandon the safety circle they had been forming around their king. 



or leave him with such a clearly talented and aggressive opponent, 
but Toph's name was well known even here in the Fire Nation, not just 
as a master bender and friend of the Avatar, but as a friend who was 
allowed to visit. Slowly, the guards stepped away, watching 
uncertainly . 

"You call this talking?!" Zuko countered. 

It was his turn to attack, she was waiting, so he vaulted into the 
air, landed beside her, and swung at kick at her head. She ducked it 
and the spar began in earnest. Fists flew for a moment, matching each 
other par for par. Fire exploded a rock fist off her hand as it rose 
towards his chin, and temporary stalemate was reached when her mantis 
strike collided with his leopard kick, fist and feet crashing upon 
each other with equal destructive force. 

"Yeah," Toph insisted. "This is how I talk. Got a problem with 
that? ! " 

"Well, you are destroying a very expensive palace, " Zuko pointed 
out . 

"Cry more, Princy, " Toph teased, as she broke the stalemate as she 
erupted a massive stone column from the ground, tearing through tile 
and grout . 

Zuko responded with an eruption of bright fire from a swinging back 
fist, obliterating the pillar. "I don't know what's come over you but 
fine, you wanna dance, let's dance." 

"Oh I thought you'd never ask," she answered, her voice a mocking coy 
tone . 

The two went at it for real. Soon sweat poured down both of their 
faces, and the guards had given up trying to stand between Zuko and 
his opponent completely and were hiding behind a decimated pillar 
watching. After what seemed like an eternity the two combatants 
paused, exhausted from the fight, trying desperately to catch their 
breaths in the burnt, destroyed, and torn hallway. 

"...I don't know what this was abouta€ 1 but I gotta admita€ 1 you are 
one hell of a bendera€ 1 " Zuko gasped, hands on his knees, trying to 
suck in as much air as he could. 

"Hell yeah I am!" Toph gasped. "Anda€ 1 righta€ 1 " she stopped to 
wheeze, "...right back at ya, Hotman." She put her hands on her knees 
as she tried to stay upright. 

He wondered if she was acting more tired than she was. As always, 

Toph _was _ever amazing and a terrible force to fight against, but 
she was in great shape. She had been training and teaching metal 
benders, out and about in the world. She was taller than he 
remembered too, and her power was only growing. He tried to keep in 
shape, but few people would go all out against their King, and he 
felt he was losing his edge. He knew he should be more than annoyed, 
he should be furious at how Toph had carelessly destroyed the palace, 
but he found himself actually appreciating the opportunity to face 
her in battle one more time. 


"Carea€l care to tell me whata€ 1 what this was about?" Zuko managed 



instead, as a stitch in his side flared up. 

The blind bender paused, catching the last of her breath before she 
responded. "What are you doing here, Zuko?" 

"What do you mean? I live here." 

"I mean what are you doing here... hiding from the rest of the 
world? " 

"I'm not hiding." 

Toph scoffed. "I had to tear down half your castle just to talk to 
you. So, yes. Yes you are hiding. You're hiding from Katara - I get 
that. But just now you hid from Ty Leea€ 1 what's the matter with you? 
I mean, for spirits sake, you missed out on your best friend's Name 
Day! " 

He fidgeted guiltily on the spot. Unsure of what to say. "...Well I 
did send them some amazing gifts." 

"That's not the point, Zuko!" Toph stamped her foot and the floor 
shook. "I'm not here because your friends are butt hurt that you 
didn't stop by. I'm here because of you! _You _need to get out of 
this palace. _You _need to be able to do things likea€l have a good 
sparring match since you CLEARLY needed it-" 

Damn, she had noticed he was rusty! 

"-or I don't know, go to your best friend's Name Day." 

Zuko huffed. She had a point. But there was no reason why she was so 
blunt about it. "You may not have noticed this, but I have a country 
to run-" 

"And it's very busy, all the people outside the door, BLAH BLAH BLAH. 
Take off the pretty crown, Princy, and stop being a damn martyr. You 
may be the King now, but you gotta think of yourself from time to 
time too. Have you even left this palace once since Mai went to 
Omashu? " 

"Of course I-" Toph tapped her foot and Zuko bit his tongue, 
remembering she could tell by his heartbeat if he lied. "Well, okay 
not technically . " 

"That's it," Toph decided suddenly. "CaptainaCl what ' s-your-f ace . " 

Her head didn't turn but she pointed straight at the captain, who 
blinked in surprise. "You're good at this. Tell Zuko ' s court not to 
worry, he's taking the night off, and anything he has scheduled 
tonight can wait for tomorrow." 

"Master Toph," the captain started bravely, "I'm afraid the Phoenix 
King cannot just leave the palace without at least some guards 
to-" 

"Protect his poor, helpless butt?" Toph raised an eyebrow even though 
she wasn't facing the man. "Don't worry. I'll watch his back. 

Clearly, I'm worth at least fifty of you all." 

Zuko shook his head at her attitude. "Still the brat, eh Toph?" She 



frowned at him. "But I do have important-" 

She yawned loudly. "Bored! Shut up and suit up, we're going." And she 
grabbed him around the wrist and began pulling. 

"Toph, seriously, I can't-" she twisted her grip so his fingers were 
stretched painfully close to a breaking point. "Okay, okay! I'm 
walking ! " 

"Atta boy. I know just where to go tooa€ 1 " A wicked split her face as 
she lead him, stepping over the rubble of his castle, and out of the 
palace and into the last sunbeams of the day. 
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><p>Ty Lee was the master of smiles, as evident by her showmanship. 
But tonight somehow was harder than usual. She wasn't feeling it. She 
just couldn't bare to put on a genuine smile. <p> 

Frantically she shook her head, trying to rid herself of the thought. 
_You're better than that, Ty Lee_. _These people came to see a show 
and gosh darn it, you're going to put on an amazing one. The audience 
loves you._ 

She began to gaze at the mirror, making any final adjustments on her 
be jeweled costume before her final performance for the night. 

_So why didn't he love it? _ 

Embarrassed by her own thoughts, she brushed them aside quickly. It 
didn't mean he was suddenly not going to be her friend or something 
just because he missed a show. She was overreacting, right? 

However, if she was being honest with herself, it hurt to know that 
he didn't show, and that he was even too busy to see her when she had 
come to his palace in person. She understood he was busy and all, but 
he made it seem like there was nothing else in his life but work and 
duty . 

Since when did that sweet boy she'd grown up with, that promising 
young man she had betrayed Azula for, become such a grump? 

She sighed under her breath. She didn't really mean that. Because 
deep down, she understood why. As a high born noble herself she knew 
the life that was expected of Zuko was no mean feat. In fact, she 
admired him all the more for it. It was a life that she ran away 
from, a life that to her meant giving up her freedom. 

But Zuko had never been a runner, never been a coward when it came to 
things that mattered. He hadn't been when he challenged his father's 
generals years ago to that fated Agni Kai, and likewise he had never 
shirked when faced with being the Phoenix King. She just wish he 
would take it easy once in awhile. It wasn't good for his aura. 

She thought she would be able to help. Everybody loved the circus. 
Everybody loved her. If she could get him to even enjoy one evening 
out, she would have been able to leave the capital with no 
regrets . 

"You're on in five minutes, Ty Lee," a burly voice she recognized 



well, Bao Zhu the strong-man, called from outside her tent. 


"Okay!" she replied, with as much pep as she could muster. 

"Hey, we have a wonderful crowd tonight. Give em everything you got! 
Show them why you're the star of this family!" 

She sniffled a little. Aww... Bao Zhu was always sweet to her. Ty Lee 
made a mental note to thank the strong-man sometime down the road 
later. She had needed this encouragement. She put on a big smile 
again . 

"Oh, I will. Thanks, Bao." 

_It ' s showtime. Let's go do what we do best, girl!_ Her reflection 
nodded confidently. 

The lights were dim as she made her way towards the center tent. She 
couldn't really make out the crowd tonight but the confident smiles 
and thumbs up from the circus master and her fellow performers 
assured her the crowd was warmed up and ready for the big 
finale . 

Gracefully she pranced right through, under the guise of the tent's 
shadows, steadily making her way to the center of the stage. When she 
arrived beside the ringmaster, she lifted her arms and grand lights 
illuminated her form as her hands flourished them through the air, 
like an airbending dancer. She was mesmerizing. The ringmaster's 
voice echoed loud and proud as he stated her name, the pride and joy 
of their circus, and she raised her arms, ready to start her 
performance as the crowd cheered. 

Yet instead of deafening applause all she heard was the somber sound 
of one, solitary, hand clap. 

One beat which started slow yet somehow resonated louder than 
anything . 

One clap that had both volume and a steady rhythm like a proud heart 
beat . 

Slowly the dark tent illuminated brightly as flames from all the 
torches began to light up one by one, revealing the image of her lone 
admirer . 

"I'm so sorry I'm late, Ty Leea€ 1 " 

His face showed a smile that she had not seen in a very long 
time . 

"Zukoa€l" she whispered in disbelief. 

"I hope you don't mind. Big crowds make me kinda nervous. Soa€ 1 " He 
gestured all around. "I kind of wanted this to be a private show." He 
shrugged, as if embarrassed. 

But she didn't care. All she could do was giggle in response. It had 
been a wonderful surprise when the lights came on, well worthy of a 
hearty chuckle. Laughter was contagious after all. 



"Soa€l In any case. Lady Ty Leea€ 1 " The Phoenix King enacted an 
exaggerated bow complete with a backwards hand flourish that would 
have made any circus performer jealous. The silly gesture almost made 
Ty Lee believe they were kids again. "I would be honored if you would 
let me watch your performance for the night. After all, I am your 
biggest fan." 

The acrobat responded with joy the only way she knew how. "Well, 
Phoenix King Zuko, prepare to be dazzled and amazed!" She give him 
the biggest wink of confidence as she catapulted herself through the 
sky . 

No one made flying look as lovely or as graceful as she did. 
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><p>Toph smiled from the shadows, slowly making her way towards the 
grandstand. <p> 

In the time that she had taken out to buy some popcorn the young King 
had somehow made up with his childhood friend in an instant. 

Made sense. He was a prince not so long ago. 

She came back in and plopped down beside him, ready to "watch" Ty 
Lee's magnificent acrobatics she punched Zuko squarely on the 
shoulder hard. 

"Owl What was that for?" 

"I take my eyes off you for one minute and you've already made up 
with Ty Leea€ 1 " 

fl j _ ff 

"I'm proud of you. Look at you, getting in touch with your inner 
feelings. It's like you're a grown up of some sort," Toph stated as 
casually as she could, munching on her popcorn. 

"Thanks Topha€ 1 You were right. I needed this." 

"Yeah wella€l don't thank me just yet. She's doing all the work up 
there. By the way, what _is_ she doing right now? I kinda can't see 
her when she's in the air." 

"She'sa€l uma€ 1 " Zuko scratched his head as if unsure how to say it. 
"Twirling? " 

Unbidden, laughter sprung up simultaneously as both put imagery to 
the simple definition. 

The night was perfect . 

Perfect for friends and making amends. 


4. Chapter 3:Escape 

**Trombe: To anyone who can guess what's Zuzu's problem is I will 
offer you the best of compliments and eat my own hat because bravo. 



you are a very intuitive reader considering I barely left any clues 
at all. Anything else you want to say, artsy**? 

_artsyelric: 1 dunno AHHHH I'm dying in league, ahh ! stupid URF mode. 
WAIT NO DON'T PUBLISH! WE FORGOT THE LITTLE PART IN THE BEGINNING! 1 
have updated it now and will put a note in the next chapter so that 
anyone who missed this can go back and catch it._ 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pXstrong>What I Always Loved About You<strong> 
**Chapter 3: Escape** 

■jk" "jk" "jk" 


><p>"Katara! Katara, honey, look at this!"<p> 

Aang turned a corner of his houses and skidded to a blustering stop 
right in front of Katara and Kya. Katara frowned at him as his gust 
of wind destroyed all the work she was doing to fix up Kya ' s hair for 
the day. "Dad!" Kya protested, stomping her foot. "I'm not dressed! 
You can't come in!" 

"Kya," Katara chided, "your father means well." 

"MOM! I'm seven. I'm almost a lady!" 

But Aang was too excited to humor his daughter even though he wanted 
to. "Katara, you have to look at this!" 

Katara patted Kya ' s head as she struggled to pull her shirt over her 
now fluffed up hair and motioned at Aang. "You're right, little lady. 
Aang, outside. Out." She pointed at the door and Aang let her bustle 
him out . 

Her blue eyes fell on the letter and hovered for a second. "What is 
it?" she asked, half excited half apprehensive. 

"Its an airbender!" Aang exclaimed. "Someone in the Earth Kingdom 
wrote to me that they have a child who can airbend!" 

Katara frowned. "Aang-" 

"It's possible," Aang insisted. "Air nomads who had survived the Fire 
Nation's attack would have mingled in with other peoples, or hidden 
out, like Guru Pathik. They could be out there." 

"Or, " Katara countered, "it could be another trap, or just another 
person who wants your attention, or any of the other scams people 
have submitted before. I justa€ 1 I just don't want you to get your 
hopes up if it isn't." 

Aang sighed. "I know. I know you could be right, buta€ 1 we have to at 
least check it out, right?" 

Katara nodded. "I agree. Where is this airbender?" 


Aang smiled. "North. Almost all the way to the top of the Earth 
Kingdoms . " 



"Well," Katara considered, "that's a long trip. We won't be able to 
make it in a season, so we should probably all goa€ 1 But I've been 
meaning to visit the northern waterbenders . I want Kya to study 
healing with them, anda€ 1 I was hoping to see a healer too, abouta€ 1 
uma€ 1 that thing we were talking about the other day," she added in a 
whisper looking at Kya ' s door. 

"Katara," Aang started, his face softening as she mentioned it. 
"Really, it's not youra€ 1 I mean it will be okay even if-" 

"Thank you, Aang, but I want to do this. Will you let me?" 

"Do you really think they can help?" Aang asked. 

"Do you really think there's an airbender?" Katara countered. 

Aang nodded, accepting her point. "A journey of hope then," he 
declared. "Let's get Bumi and Kya packed up. Can we leave first thing 
tomorrow? " 

Katara considered. "I have a few things to wrap up here, buta€ 1 
Assuming I get it all done today I think that's fine. Will you pack 

while I do them?" Aang nodded enthusiastically. "All right then. To 

the north ! " 
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><p>"Zuko are you listening to me?"<p> 

"Huh?" 

Her voice seemed softer than usual. But than again it was hard to 
concentrate on anything these days. Heavy thoughts burdened his 
mind . 

"I asked if you were listening to what I just said," Mai restated 
more firmly this time. 

"I'm sorry, Mai. I'm justaC 1 distracted. But yes you were saying 
about the colonies," The Phoenix King answered nonchalantly. 

He leaned his head back as far as he could and closed his eyes, 
hoping to find a moment or two of rest. That was all he really 
needed. He could feel her slight breath of frustration but he didn't 
care at the moment. Emotionally he was just too exhausted. 

"I was saying that you need to placate this whole Harmony Restoration 
movement as soon as you can. We need to nip this in the bud before it 
becomes a problem. I understand the concern of the Earth Kingdoms, 
but those are our citizens. We can't just make them give up their 
homes. They've lived there their entire lives. I think we need 
to-" 

"I agree," he simply nodded. 

"What?" 


"Whatever it is you were going to say, I agree completely, " Zuko 
collected himself as he sat back up from his chair. Here in the 



private confines of his studies he felt more at ease to be himself as 
he placed a hand over Mai's. He realized again how small and delicate 
they were. "Mai, I trust you. Whatever you think we need to do you 
have my blessing and you can speak with my authority on this." 

The porcelain skinned beauty knelt down beside her king, hazel eyes 
watching his with concern. 

"Okaya€ 1 I'll handle it. But can you tell me what's wrong? You 
haven't been yourself lately." 

It had been a full seasonal cycle and half since Toph's visitation, 
since a friend pulled him from his self-exile. And for a while he 
made good on his promise to the metalbending master. He had been a 
lot more active in the world and he would make the time for a 
friendly face whenever he could spare it. When Mai returned it only 
amplified his resolved, spending whatever days he could with his 
childhood friend and close confidant as much as possible. It actually 
became a bit too apparent as Mai even related on his clinginess to 
that of a newborn puppy - affectionately, of course. 

But that had been many months ago. Something had taken the wind from 
Zuko ' s sails. And he didn't know how to cope. So he did what he knew 
best, kept all of it inside. 

"I'm fine, really I am." He lied casually now. In his years of being 
a ruler of a nation he found that lying came naturally to him, as it 
always did to men placed in positions of power. "Hey it's getting 
pretty late. I still have a couple of papers I need to go through. 
You, however need to get some sleep soon. It's a big day tomorrow. 
Your brother is graduating from the royal academy. Can't miss 
that . " 

He smiled reassuringly, hoping she would take the hint. He needed 
some time, alone if possible. 

She must have heard his wishes. She looked at him lovingly for a 
second before she brought her face closer to his, a tender kiss 
placed upon his cheek. "Don't stay up too long. That's bad for your 
complexion . " . 

"Ha ha," Zuko automatically dead-panned back at their regular joke. 

"I won't." 

Mai patted his head and he watched her lovely figure walk away. She 
glanced at him one last time before she closed the door behind 
her . 

With her gone his facade broke. He closed the books in front of him 
as he just stared blankly at the flames of the fireplace. Mother 
winter was harsh, even in the Fire Nation, but it wasn't the cold 
that gripped his heart. He could barely feel it. In fact he could 
barely feel anything. 

But much like the element he attached himself to, what was once a 
slow burning ember turned to a raging firestorm. Detachment and 
exhaustion made way for frustration and anger. When it worked itself 
up to a frenzy, Zuko tossed his wine into the fire, and the glass 
shattered spectacularly against the hearth. The alcohol poured down 
the fire scorched wall, feeding the flames until they flared brighter 



than ever. 


As quickly as his rage came it had subsided, making room for only a 
lingering heartache. 

The former prince was lost, and he didn't know how get himself back 
home . 
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><p>Mai heard his cry of anger as she leaned against the door outside 
of Zuko ' s studies. <p> 

She had never truly left, but she could feel he wanted to be alone. 

To many, the projectile specialist was very much like a doll. 
Beautiful, skin smooth as porcelain, and unfeeling. The last part was 
always untrue. Just because she didn't show it did not mean she 
didn't feel it. 

And she felt pain now more than ever seeing how much the man she 
loved was going through. It puzzled her greatly as to why he would 
suddenly shut her out like he did so many others. Well, puzzled was 
not quite the right thought . She knew why he did it . One was not born 
into a family of spies without knowing how to find secrets. More 
likely it pained her that he could nota€ 1 would not confide in her. 
She thought that they were closer than that. Learning to freely 
express her own emotions around him, to trust and confide in him, was 
difficult at best for her. The fact that he had always tried to be 
open and honest with her made it easier. But now that he was the one 
shutting down, she realized that he had always been the one leading 
this exchange. Without his guidance, when _he _needed her, she 
realized she wasn't sure what to do. 

But a small part of her was relieved that he had sent her away, that 
she didn't _have _to deal with it. She was never that good at these 
types of things. Even now, when she was a full woman grown, she was 
not the type of person who comforted their man with kisses and hugs 
and encouraging words. That was Ty Lee. 

It simply wasn't hera€ 1 no matter how much she wanted it to be. 

She sighed in hopeless frustration, knowing what she needed to do. 

No, she didn't know how to snap Zuko out of his current state of 
mind, but she also knew he did need helpa€ 1 Which meant, Mai needed 
someone who could help. 

And that someone was scheduled to arrive the very next week. 
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><p>It had been a long day and he needed to break something . <p> 

The wooden dummy in front of him would suffice. Striking out with a 
tremendous force his fist broke the top part in half as he continued 
his ferocious attacks. An impressive elbow to the center followed by 
a step in kick to obliterate the rest. But that was just one wooden 
foe of many. He still had plenty of opponents for the night. The do jo 
inside the palace was one of the few places he could let loose. Be 
himself. And his fists were telling him to be very angry. 



The echoing sound of flesh colliding with wood rang throughout the 
night. Here in this place he did not need to think. Did not need to 
feel, did not need to be King. 

It only compelled him to act and Zuko if anything was a man of 
action . 

It had been too long since he had felt the pull of battle and it 
greatly aggravated him. His last battle with Toph proved that. He was 
a warrior, not a philosopher. Sitting on the throne had made him idle 
and soft. Two things he was not. 

Fighting was in his blood. And he had been denying it for far too 
long. Here, in this domain, he found a small measure of peace. It was 
the only place that gave him comfort nowadays. 

Sweat glistened from his rock hard body as he panted heavily, 
admiring his work. Before the night was over he had already gone 
through three dozen wooden dummies, their stationary forms no longer 
a threat to his person. 

He grabbed a nearby towel, rubbing away the salty drops from his face 
and brow. As fun of an escape as it was, it was merely thata€ 1 an 
escape. It was time to come back to reality. 

He made a mental note to order more of the dummies for the students 
tomorrow. It would be practically impossible to train if there was 
nothing there for the young soldiers to hit. He glanced behind him 
one last time before grabbing his belongings and closed the dojo for 
the night . 

He stepped out of the dojo and onto the path that would lead back to 
his royal quarters. No guards fell into step with him. He turned 
around, almost shocked. That hadn't happened in so longa€ 1 that he 
couldn't remember _not _having two of them flanking his every pace. 

He had left them positioned outside the doora€ 1 

He glanced around. The night seemed quiet and still. _Perfect time 
for an ambusha€ 1 _He didn't know if the thought excited him or 
frightened him. 

But somehow he couldn't shake the feeling that he was being 
watched . 

Nothing for it. He started down the path, trying to act as if nothing 
was wrong. For a short while it was a lovely walk too, alone in the 
night air, the cold nipping at his sweaty skin, the hint of 
excitement making every step an adventure. It was a short walk, and 
he was halfway to the next building where more guards would surely be 
posted when he heard it. 

A twig snapped somewhere near him. 

No, someone was definitely there. 

He paused for a moment, taking in the silence. Just on the edge of 
his peripheral vision, something shifted. . . A shadow from behind had 
emerged . 


Instantly, years of training ingrained into his muscles kicked in. 



His would be attacker had made a fatal mistake, whoever they were. 
Zuko was not in a merciful mood. Before the assailant had time to 
grab him from behind Zuko ' s hands moved independent from his own 
thoughts, grabbing the attacker's wrist. Swinging his hip outward he 
used his own momentum to propel the assassin forward and careening 
straight unto the hard ground. Zuko ' s fist lit up intensely as he 
prepared to land a savage blow. 

He stopped his attack mere inches away from the fallen opponent's 
face, recognizing the aggressor. 

"Sokka?!" he stated in disbelief. 

"SNEAK - ow - ATTACK!" Sokka gasped as Zuko quickly released him.. 
"Ow, my backaC 1 I think that was my spleen I landed on..." The Water 
Tribe warrior groaned in pain. "This isn't exactly how I pictured 
this scene to play outa€ 1 In hindsight sneaking up behind you was 
definitely a bad idea." 

The former prince helped his comrade up to his feet, still bewildered 
by his sudden appearance. "What are you doing here, 

Sokka? " 

"Clearly, I'm kidnapping you," Sokka responded in that tone of voice 
that said whatever he was talking about made sense only to himself. 
Zuko was overly familiar with this attitude and raised a curious 
eyebrow as he waited for the warrior to elaborate. "We ' rea€ 1 running 
away ! " 

"Running away from what?" Zuko queried. 

"This!" Sokka cried enthusiastically, gesturing at the palace. "Now 
hurry up, we only have another two minutes to get out of here before 
the next patrol comes by." He grabbed Zuko ' s hand and began tugging, 
but the King did not budge. 

"Sokka, unless we're in actual, real danger, I can't run away from my 
own kingdom." 

"Ha!" he exclaimed. "She said you'd say that." 

Zuko buried his face in his hands. "Who said I'd say this?" 

"Here." Sokka shoved a piece of paper into Zuko ' s hands. 

On it was written in familiar, thin lettering, a note. 

_I hereby give you permission to escape for an adventure with Sokka 
for a few days. I will make excuses for you and distract the guards 
for a small window of time. You have three days. Be safe. Come back 
to me when you are your old self again, you big dummy. ~Mai_ 

His jaw twitched. He didn't know what else to say. A part of him 
loved that she even thought about him this much to arrange such a 
thing. But reason and duty told him he couldn't afford to do so. 

"Is this for real?" he asked, trying to keep his voice under 
control . 

"No, I forged it, and I'm secretly a Dai Li assassin," Sokka stated 



in his most sarcastic tones. "OF COURSE IT'S REAL. See? I even packed 
you a bag-" Sokka grunted as Zuko punched him hard in the arm. "OW 
again! What the hell, man!" 

Zuko shrugged. "It's, uma€ 1 how I show affection?" 

Sokka stared at him open mouthed. "No," he denied. "No it isn't! No 
more hanging out with Toph! Bad, bad Zuko." He smacked the king in 
the arm. "Now stop trying to kill me and let's get outta here, before 
someone drags you back in there." 

Zuko caught the bag Sokka tossed at him, and glanced backward at the 
palace. Up in the window he could see Mai's form, pushing aside the 
drapes, illuminated by the light of the fireplace behind him and he 
had never thought of her more beautiful than in that moment. He had 
said he trusted her. Guess it was time to put his money where his 
mouth was. He turned to where Sokka was scrambling gracelessly up the 
palace wall. 

_Once a dork, always a dork_. He casually smiled. 

He ran to it, and with a burst of white flames, rocketed upwards 
until his hand caught the top. He hefted himself over and balanced on 
top with ease, a sight a certain acrobatic friend would have been 
proud to see. The Phoenix King looked out once more at the vastness 
of his Kingdom and palace. He still wasn't sure if leaving things the 
way they were was ideal... but he needed to get out of the place. Just 
for a bit. To settle the uneasiness that was building up in his 
heart . 

He needed to be himself. 

Not the Phoenix King. 

Slowly he reached a hand down for Sokka. He couldn't help it, a very 
small smile crept over his face. 

It was just like the old days. 

It was past time for an adventure. 


5. Chapter 4:01d Problems & New Hopes 
**_BIG IMPORTANT NOTE!_** 

**_GUYS, LAST CHAPTER WAS PUBLISHED WITH A SMALL PART MISSING. WE 
HAVE UPDATED IT. IE YOU DIDN'T READ ANYTHING ABOUT AANG LAST CHAPTER, 
GO BACK. ITS VERY SHORT AND IS AT THE TOP, RIGHT AT THE BEGINNING OE 
THE CHAPTER. READ THAT BEEORE THIS OR YOU WILL BE CONEUSED ! Sorry 
all. That's our bad. Thanks for not hating. _** 

**Trombe: Welcome a surprise guest from Korra who finally reveals 
himself. This is where we're really starting to dance with the canons 
of both AtLA and LoK really make our own story that connects the two 
timelines and fills in all the blanks. I'm sure its not what Mike and 
Brian originally thought of, but we've had a lot of fun fitting all 
the pieces together as best we can based on what they've made 
publicly known.** 



_artsyelric: also, we are getting a good amount of comments from 
people who ask things like, "if this is a zutara why is it starting 
out kataang and maiko?" or "that never happened in the show... i 
don't get it", again people, this is a sequel, sequel, so go back and 
read the first one, what i don't like about you. secondly, its canon 
plus, so it starts with kataang and maiko. if zuko and katara started 
out together right at the beginning, it wouldn't be a story, it would 
just be a statement like 'zuko and katara are dating, the end.' this 
is a story about what brings them back together, so that means they 
start apart, and then get together, yey logic! i'm sure most of you 
all easily understand this, but for those of you just starting this 
story, you missed over 50 chapters, so please go back, and read 
widlay before you comment that you don't get this one. its posted on 
trombe's page, so click on his name and check it out. thanks all! i 
believe you can all do it! (and if you can't i am secretly doing the 
sokka face palm as i read your comments TT_TT)_ 

_also, i try to answer most reviews with questions in pms - as many 
of you know, so if you have a question like this, please don't be an 
anonymous stranger, i'll probably answer you (eventually :P) if you 
leave me a way to do so._ 

_and to those of you who are all on board and with us, welcome back 
:) we're excited to be moving forward to a brave new story with you 
all! love to everyone !_ 
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><pXstrong>What I Always Loved About You<strong> 
**Chapter 4: Old Problems & New Hopes** 
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><p>"Do they fit?" Sokka called. <p> 

Zuko shuffled out from an alley where he had been changing out of his 
royal robes, shrugging uncomfortably in the water tribe garb he was 
borrowing. "I look like your dad." 

"Naw, " Sokka denied. "Dad's way more handsome." He was prepared to 
duck a fireball, or a shoulder punch, or at least an angry or deadpan 
glarea€ 1 but none came. He peeked at Zuko but saw him staring out at 
the store down the street and the random people passing. "Ah, hello? 
Earth to Zuko? That was some quality humor there." 

"What?" Zuko asked, noticing Sokka. "Oh yeah, sorry. Ha. Very funny. 
Hey why are these boots so heavy? It's hot and annoying." 

"Its got some of Toph's metal armor in it - we're calling it 
' steel-toe ' d ' . Great for hunting. Snakes can't bite through it, it's 
great if you need to kick something, and you don't stub your toe. 
Ever. Seriously, there's metal armor there." He kicked Zuko ' s boots 
with his own. "Great right?" 

Zuko shrugged. "Meha€ 1 I prefer my leather ones." 

"Well they're all I got, unless you wanna stay in those fancy palace 
slippers ? " 



"They're not-" 

"They're slippers." 

Zuko snorted. "Fine. What's the plan? Did I hear you say... hunting?" 
His voice was too deadpan for Sokka to tell if he liked the idea or 
not . 

So Sokka ignored it. "First, we gotta get out the city entrance, and 
we can't just jump over the wall like at the palace." 

"Because there are watchtowers, " Zuko agreed. "So how do we get 
out?" 


"I think the best course of action is just to walk out." 

There was a moment of silence. 

"Maybe you can't tell," Zuko started, "but this is my shocked 
expression because that plan is so bad." 

"Really?" Sokka scratched his head. "It looks just like your annoyed 
expression. And your bored expression. And your-" 

"The rest of the plan?" Zuko encouraged. 

"Oh right. Well when I came in to the palace Suki came with me - but 
she just wore some of Katara's water tribe clothes instead of her 
Kyoshi Warrior outfit. So the guards let two water tribe visitors 
through, and now two will pass back out. All legit." 

"So basically," Zuko surmised, "you want the guards to think I'm Suki 
just because I'm dressed in blue? That'll work." 

"I'm not stupid." Sokka rolled his eyes. "We came into the city 
around noon today. The guards have changed by now. All the books say 
is my name, since I have an all access city pass from you, and one 
'attendant'. I didn't sign Suki in under her name, so you can just 
waltz out. Pretty smart, huh?" 

"Hmmma€l I think I better talk to my guards about checking 
identifications better-" 

"Oh shut up. Let's go!" 

Zuko pulled his fuzzy hood up around his head. It was a chilly night, 
but the furry jacket was definitely overkill. However it was perfect 
for hiding the majority of his very distinctive scar. Sokka signed 
out with the guards at the gate, and just as he had predicted, none 
of them asked any questions about Zuko. Two in, two out, and Zuko 
stood by quietly as he handled it. As they passed the city walls and 
headed down to the docks Sokka grinned and gave Zuko the thumbs up. 
"Told you that would work." 

But Zuko didn't answer. He was inhaling deeply. Then he sneezed. 

Sokka snorted, and Zuko rubbed his nose. "I was hoping it would smell 
like the sea. I miss that after all my days of sea travel hunting for 
Aang. But it just smells like fish here." 


"Not for long!" Sokka promised, rushing over to a small, two man 



kayak. "Jump in!" 


"We're going to row away?" Zuko asked, bemused. 


"Just jump in, hotshot, " Sokka answered, "and set course for those 
hills!" He pointed at the next island over, visible easily in the 
daytime, but now just the faintest absence of stars on the 
horizon . 


"Ember Island?" Zuko asked. "You expect us to row all the way 
there? " 


"No, not Ember Island, 
there, super close!" 

Zuko crossed his arms. 
_that _close." 


the one next to it, 
"I think its called 


the little one! Right 
Sunspot. Also, it is not 


"Its row-able," Sokka protested. "Don't be a baby. Load up." 

Zuko complied, throwing the pack Sokka had provided him into the base 
of the boat and plunging into the very icy water to get it going. 
Sokka steadied the boat as the King jumped in, then scrambled in 
after him, grabbing up a paddle and starting them off. As soon as 
they broke through the push and pull of the little waves crashing on 
the shore, Zuko spoke up from in front of Sokka. "Sunspot Island is 
barely even a place. It's so small you'd have to hike across the 
channel just to get to a town. There's only a few fisher folk who 
live out there. Why on earth are we headed there?" 


Sokka turned the kayak from his spot in the back to keep it heading 
at the right stars. "Because of the legend." 


Zuko frowned. "What legend? I never heard of any legend." 

Sokka grinned, and tried to leave a spooky little edge to his voice. 
"Well, if you ask any of the fishermen - or the pirates who frequent 
hideouts there - they would all tell you the story of one of the 
greatest predators who ever walked, swam, or flew across this 
earth . " 


"You can't fly across the earth. You fly over it." 

Sokka smacked Zuko in the back of the head. "You're ruining 
it ! " 


"Oh, righta€ 1 sorry." 

Sokka cleared his throata€ 1 "So, right, the predator. They all tell 
of a great creature, albino, or grey in color, the size of the 
biggest bull you ever saw. Two men could ride on it, no problem, 
though no one would ever be stupid enough to ride this monstrosity. 

It lays in wait in streams, coves, by the beach, or even up river 
where the fishermen build houses, and when it gets hungry or sees the 
chance, it rises up out of the water, and charges up the land so 
fast, all people see is a flash of teeth and fins before it grabs its 
prey and drags it back to the murky depths to eat it." 

"Sounds like a gator, " Zuko suggested. 



"Nope. They call it a dual-horned bull shark, and it's 
terrible ! " 


Zuko sighed. "Sokka, its imaginary. Sharks can't swim up rivers. They 
only live in salt water." 

"That's what I said!" Sokka agreed, really selling this next part. 
"But Dad says that he's seen sharks in rivers before, far in from the 
mouths of the sea, where the water is drinkable and fresh. On three 
occasions, and one was big enough that it took a chunk out of his 
sailor ' s leg . " 

Zuko hesitated. "Really? Chief Hakoda saw this?" 

"And Bate, " Sokka affirmed. 

"Hmmma€l" Zuko ' s rowing slowed as he considered this. "So why are we 
going to an island where a mysterious monster may or may not livea€l . 
Wait a second! This _is _a hunting trip, isn't it?!" He turned round 
and glared at Sokka. 

"Of course it's a hunting trip! It's how men bond!" Sokka huffed. 

"Its either that or sip tea and play Pai Sho . " 

Zuko fell silent for a moment, completely still, not even rowing. 

This was the second time tonight Sokka had to snap his fingers in 
front of his friend's face. Suddenly Zuko straightened. "That's it, 
I'm going home." He started trying to turn the boat. 

"What!? No, come on! We're already halfway there, Zuko! Stop 

it . " 

"Nope," Zuko denied. "I'm a terrible hunter. It always ends 
badly . " 

"Na-uh, what about that time we killed that moose-lion?" Sokka 
protested . 

Zuko huffed. "We didn't actually _kill _a moose-lion, though, did we? 
We just got chased up a tree and then told the girls that we did get 
one . " 

"But we got to sword fight, and sleep under the stars, and not answer 
stewards with giant stacks of paper, and cook on a fire-" Zuko 
stopped trying to row back home. "Don't worry, it'll be fun even if 
we don't catch anything. I packed lots of seal jerky so we won't be 
too hungry, and it'll be just like old times. Blood-brothers?" 

Zuko sighed. "Fine, blood-brothers." He shook Sokka 's hand. "Let's 
get this over with." But Sokka knew he was only pretending to be 
annoyed now. 

At first the trip went well, they landed only a little sore from the 
row (Zuko maybe a little more so than Sokka as the Water Tribe man 
spent much more time on a kayak than the King of the Fire Nation) , 
and beached their little boat. They scrambled up on shore, pulled out 
the seal jerky (which Zuko proclaimed disgusting but ate anyway) , lit 
up a little fire, and snuggled into the warm, fur-lined sleeping 
bags. Zuko had clearly never slept in a bag like this before. It 
wasn't at all like a pile of blankets, but warm and soft all the way 



through. Even for a King, this was decently comfortable, out on the 
soft sand, staring up at stars, in the warm, furry bedroll. They both 
slept great. 

Sokka awoke just barely past dawn, wanting nothing more than to roll 
over and go right back to sleep, but he was immediately greeted with 
the all too familiar sight of a bare-backed man meditating mere feet 
from his cozy sleeping spot. "Aang, " he grumbled. "Go back to sleep 
like a normal person." 

There was an amused chuckle. "I'm not Aang." And where he was rushed 
back to Sokka instantly. 

"What!? Zuko? Since when do you meditate? And why so earla€ 1 earl.. 
earlya€ 1 " He yawned. 

Zuko shrugged. "Sun's up." 

Sokka grumbled. "And so are you. Damn, I forgot that." 

"And I'm meditating because it helps me keep out all the crazy bedlam 
of being King, to not be so angry all the time." He paused. "I used 
to think Aang was nuts when he said stuff like that, but it actually 
really helps me." 

"How do you know?" Sokka asked. "All that psychology stuff seems 
really unproven to me. I think sleep is more helpful than 
meditation . " 

Zuko considered. Then he held out his hand and opened it, holding a 
ball of fire above his palm. "That's how I know," he stated as Sokka 
watched the pure white flames dancing around. "When I used to be 
angry all the time, my firebending was always yellow, or orange, like 
most people's. Anger is the easiest emotion to use to make fire, 
righteous anger, the aggression felt at a duel, even the rage you 
feel swell inside you when you're defending yourself, all components 
of anger. But ever since I fought Azula, I haven't needed to feel 
angry to make fire. It's always there, right at my fingertips. I 
guess it's what Aang calls balance, like how the dragons of old used 
to bend . " 

Sokka scratched his jawbone. "Well, as long as it makes sense to 
you." He stood up and stretched as Zuko pulled his warm, blue shirt 
back on. "Did you at least make breakfast?" 

"With what?" Zuko asked. "More seal jerky?" 

"No, this," Sokka protested, holding up a small tin. 

"I've never seen that before in my life. Are they tiny chips?" 

Sokka shook his head and set about making oatmeal. "Find something 
sweet to put in it, like fruit, or honey, or nectar, " he instructed 
Zuko as he filled up a pot with the last of his water from the skin 
and set it over the embers to boil. 

When the oatmeal was ready, Zuko had returned with what looked 
nothing like what Sokka had asked for. A big, spiky seed the size of 
a ball, with a green, pointed, leafy top. It looked like something 
you could beat a man to death with. "What is that, hotman? Looks like 



a weapon. I thought I asked for something sweet?" 


"Got a knife?" Zuko asked, and Sokka tossed him one of the hunting 
ones. "Watch." 

He cut into the thing, taking off the green top, than hacking away at 
the rough, brown outside. As it fell off, inside appeared a very 
yellow, juicy center that looked kind of like a lemon, but brighter. 
Zuko cut Sokka a little slice and Sokka sniffed it curiously before 
popping it in his mouth. It was delicious. "What is that?" 

Zuko grinned. "Pineapple." 

"WHAT?! No way! I had that at your coronation. It was _amazing_! I 
had no idea it came inside that hard looking seed." 

"It's more like skin," Zuko stated simply. 

"I have to start bringing some of these home with me," Sokka 
declared, reaching out for another slice. "Katara loves them." Zuko 
grunted. "Here, chop them up and drop them in the oatmeal. The juices 
too, yeah. Perfect." 

So they both sat around the dying fire, watching the sea and eating 
the warm oatmeal, sweetened with pineapple slices. Good start to what 
Sokka planned to be a good day. 

After washing up the hunt began. Sokka 's plan was to go inland along 
the river bank (there was only one river here cutting mostly across 
the center of the island and ending in the canal they had camped at) , 
in hopes that the monster would show signs of itself. If it didn't 
they could always find something else at least edible before dinner 
and have a good chat, and maybe a few jump scares as they imagined 
finding it. 

So the boys strolled along, using the hunting knives to whittle away 
good sticks into spears and attaching arrowheads to them. At first it 
was easy going, but very soon the trees around the river grew too 
thick to traverse easily and they had to stop. Tracing their way back 
towards the ocean again, they began to look for good places to set 
traps for some of the animals they had seen. 

Twice they thought they saw something in the river, but it turned out 
to be nothing when they looked again. They set up traps along the 
bank instead hoping to catch animals that came by the river to drink. 
Sokka spotted a pig-deer through the trees, and managed to get it 
with his spear, but it was pretty little. Still, the day could have 
gone worse. 

Scooping up their catch they returned to their camping spot to cook 
their little pig. A small ship sailed by and turned up the river, 
probably looking to get fresh water a little farther upriver. "Must 
be smugglers, " Sokka guessed. "Otherwise they would restock at the 
port of Lhi Ming Dhu Shi." 

"I bet they have more to eat than a little pig," Zuko 
suggested . 

"Not worth it," Sokka denied. "I'm sure you could take them," he 
offered up as a platitude when Zuko grumbled. "But think how much the 



Phoenix King would be worth on the black market." 

Zuko shrugged and let it go, and the two sat watching the darkness 
settle and the lights of Lhi Ming Dhu Shi begin coming on in the 
distance. "Do you think the palace has figured out you're missing 
yet?" Sokka asked. 

"Probably," Zuko admitted. "I bet there will be patrols out in the 
morning looking for me. The smugglers better be gone before that or 
they might get sunk." 

"I dunno, " Sokka considered. "Mai's pretty tricky. Maybe she kept it 
from them all day. She was gonna try and say you were sick or 
something . " 

"Maybe, " Zuko admitted. "But they probably would have figured it out 
eventually. You have now idea how interfering and needy subjects can 

be. " 


"I imagine they're like a country of two year olds," Sokka conceded. 
Zuko raised his good eyebrow. "If you'd had a two year old, you would 
get it . " 

"_You _don't have a two year old," Zuko pointed out. 

"I have a nephew and a niece who were both two once. You might have 
missed that . " 

Zuko rubbed his nose. "Yeah, sorry. How old are they now? Isn't Bum! 
like . . six? " 


"Nine, " Sokka answered. "His first coming of age sailing trip is 
coming up soon. He'll get to captain the helm, so we'll probably all 
crash . " 


Zuko chuckled. "Now that I would like to see. 


"Then just come man. You know you're his Winter Father. You have a 
right to be there." 

Zuko didn't answer. Sokka remembered when Zuko had come to Bum! ' s 
Naming Day ceremony and accepted his position as Winter Father. If 
anything ever happened to Bum! ' s family, and he had nowhere to go, 
Zuko was supposed to be the one to take care of him. But the man had 
hardly been around, and barely knew Bum! or Kya. Sokka sighed. Maybe 
the Fire Nation was just too much for him to handle alonea€ 1 He knew 
Zuko couldn't go on like this indefinitely, but so long as the King 
was closing himself off, he was very hard to help. 

Sokka stared out as the stars began appearing and the lights of Lhi 
Ming Dhu Shi extinguished one at a time. He wondered how Suki was 
doing, up there in the palace with Mai, and he missed her. He 
wondered if Zuko was missing anyone, but when he glanced at his 
friend, Zuko had that glazed look over his eyes again, as if he was 
seeing something far away. Sokka steeled his determination. Before 
tomorrow was out, Zuko would tell him what the hell this attitude was 
about ! 



><p>Suki stopped pacing and sat down next to Mai, who was seated 
straight back, primly sipping her tea. "So they're just going to keep 
us in here?" she protested. "Aren't you like, the boss of 
them? "<p> 

"Not really," Mai answered. "They just know Zuko trusts me. It's not 
like I speak with his voice." 

"Well," Suki huffed, "that steward should see that Zuko needs this. 
We're helping!" 

Mai shrugged. "It's his job to protect the King and we made him fail 
at it. He's just bitter. When Zuko comes back tomorrow he'll let us 
out. Besides, it's not like its jail. We can order whatever we want, 
the room is comfortable, and this is some of the best wine in the 
land . " 

Suki hesitated. Mai hardly ever spoke that much. She decided to take 
advantage of this talkative state. She reached out for a glass of 
wine, hoping that if Mai kept drinking it she might keep talking, 
than at least this confinement wouldn't be as boring. She took a sip. 
"Mmmmm, that really is good wine." 

"Told you." Mai said it with an almost playful tone in her voice, but 
her face never shifted towards a smile. 

It was almost creepy. 

Suki shook her head. "You really shouldn't be in here with me though. 
Everyone knows you're Zuko ' s . . . " she trailed off; Zuko ' s 
what ? 

"Exactly," Mai stated it as if Suki ' s inability to find the word 
perfectly defined what she and Zuko were. 

Suki huffed. "Well, why don't you fix that? You two have been going 
out for close to ten years now. That has to mean something to 
him? " 

Mai shrugged. "You and Sokka are coming up on your ninth wedding 
anniversary." Suki was amazed she remembered without having to look 
it up. Even Suki still counted it on her fingers occasionally. "But 
you don't have kids yet. Is it my place to tell you to start a family 
now? " 


Suki sighed. "Point taken." 

There was another long drawn out silence that not even the wine 
improved. "I wonder how the boys are doing?" Suki asked. 

"Probably sitting on the beach trying to make up a story about all 
the amazing things they hunted to impress us, while actually wishing 
they had just gone fishing so they really had dinner." 

The deadpan voice was so perfect for this statement that Suki 
couldn't help but laugh. Eirst a giggle, than a snort, then a real 
chuckle. After a moment, Mai's lip curled and she let out a little 
lilting laugh. Very small, but honest. 


Suki grinned at her. "That's the first time I've ever heard you tell 



a joke . " 


"No," Mai disputed. "That's just the first one you've laughed 

at . " 

Suki laughed a little more. "Well, then that's the first time I've 
heard you laugh." 

"It's the wine," Mai suggested, and Suki shook her head with 
myrth . 

_Maybe this won't be so terrible after alla€l_ 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>Far north, the sun was just about to set, a few hours behind the 
Fire Nation. Aang had landed Appa and his family was bundled up on 
top. Bum! dozing off in the saddle. He handed Kya the reigns and 
said, "Be nice to him. He's old," making sure to get a nod of 
agreement from Kya before letting go . <p> 

He glanced at Katara, who smiled at him from where she sat with 
Bum! ' s head in her lap. "Good luck," she whispered, and he stole a 
quick kiss before jumping off Appa, the air around him rushing up to 
cushion his descent. 

He looked at the little house, like so many others in its town, and 
triple checked the letter. This was the right place. As he approached 
a prooster let out a squeal and it went running for the shed, curly 
tail bouncing behind it, red comb flopping about as it tore across 
the yard. Inside a woman's voice called out, "See who it is!" and a 
young man about Kya ' s age opened the door. 

"Hello, " Aang greeted him, coming up the step to stand beside the 
child. "My name is Aang." The child stared at him, dark eyes 
disbelieving. "I'm the Avatar," he pressed on. "I believe a Ms Pal 
sent me a letter?" 

The boy stared at him a moment longer. Then, suddenly he hollered 
out, "MOM! It's the Avatar!" 

Down the street a few curious neighbors popped their heads out, and 
Aang stepped quickly inside. As soon as he did, a woman came running 
around the corner and nearly walked right into him. "Oh my word, 
Yorru, where are you manners, I - AH!" she cried out as she stopped 
just before colliding with Aang. "Oh no, oh my goodness, I am so 
sorry." She stepped back and bowed deeply. "Avatar Aang, I can't 
believeaOl Here in my own home! And it's such a mess!" She gripped at 
her long braid clearly flustered. 

"Please," Aang reassured her, "I have two young, and very messy, 
children of my own. Think nothing of it. Your home is lovely." The 
woman flushed in appreciation of the complement. "I take it you are 
Pal?" 

"Yes, your Avatar-ship." She bowed again. 

"Then this must be the child you spoke of in your letter?" 

He turned to appraise the boy who had answered the door again. 



feeling curious still, but a little disappointed too. Nothing about 
this child screamed airbender. It had to be another dead end. 


But before he could give up, Pai shook her head, disabusing him of 
this assumption. "No, no Master Avatar. This is my son Yorru, but 
he's just like his father and I, no bending to speak of. A great 
child, to be sure, but he belongs here on the farm with me. You're 
here to see my other son. This way, please. I will show you." 

She stepped through to the kitchen, holding the door for Aang. He 
ducked under the low frame and stood up in the small dining area, his 
eyes falling on a small child at the kitchen table, stuffing his 
mouth with rice his mother had clearly just finished making. She 
gasped. "How did you get that bowl! It was on the countera€ 1 Oh, it 
must be too hot ! " But when she grabbed it she paused, clearly not 
burned by what should have been steaming rice. "Again!" The boy 
grinned shyly. "You see. Master Avatar? You see what he can 
do?" 

Aang stepped forward and the child's eyes rose to meet his, confused, 
interested, but not afraid. "I think I do see, Ms. Pai." He knelt 
next to the child. "Don't worry," Aang told the boy, though he did 
not appear to be even mildly concerned. "You're not in trouble. But I 
would very much like to see how you got that bowl from there over to 
here. Can you show me again?" 

The boy held his gaze, then nodded seriously. "Magic," he said, very 
quietly. "Mom says I not sudds-postu . " 

Aang nodded. "Your mother is very wise, but it's okay. I love magic. 
Can you show me?" 

The child glanced at his mother, who nodded encouragingly. Then he 
reached out his grubby little hands and began making motions as if 
pulling it off the counter towards himself. After the third wave, a 
gust of wind built up and knocked the little dish of rice off the 
counter, and it floated gently and directly into the boy's 
outstretched fingers. He took another bite, then held it out to Aang. 
"Wood you lick some. Mister?" 

Aang smiled and took a handful. "I very much would. Thank you." He 
looked up at Pai. "You were right," he told the avidly watching 
mother. "Thank you so much for writing to me. This child is most 
assuredly an airbender. Please, what is his name?" 

The woman named Pai smiled. "This is the Avatar, Baby, " she said to 
her boy. "And Master Avatar, this is my son, Zaheer." 

Aang reached out to shake his hand. "Zaheer. A fine name. Tell me, 
Zaheer, how would you like to come with me and learn to do more magic 
tricks ? " 

The boy simply smiled. 


6. Chapter 5:Bar Room Blitz 

_artsyelric: this chapter shows a lot of development in our 
characters . it's still got all the fun and goofy love of the atla 
characters, but you can tell that they are growing up, finding 



balance in their lives, facing new problems that come with age and 
familiesa€l i really enjoyed writing it writing this and i hope you 
all like reading it._ 

**Trombe: Damn it that's what I wanted to saya€ 1 uh watch this *Does 
the airbending trick with the three metal balls* BE AMAZED!** 

**P.S. We know nomming is not a word but we're the writers so you all 
have to deal with it! ** 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pXstrong>What I Always Loved About You<strong> 
**Chapter 5:Bar Room Blitz** 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>The next day did not begin as easily for the two hunters. They 
were awoken slightly before dawn by the sounds of cannon fire, and 
saw the smuggler ship opening cover fire as it attempted to escape 
from what was clearly a Eire Nation search vessel. Using the cover of 
the fight to clear off the beach, they loaded up in their kayak and 
paddled upstream until there was no sight of them left on the beach. 
Then they hid the boat on the shore and covered it with big leaves 
before starting up along the stream to check their traps. <p> 

The sun was just rising behind their backs as they came across the 
first one. The big stick that should be suspending a small animal had 
been snapped in two. Zuo grumbled, his stomach grumbling. The seal 
jerky was just not cutting it for him. "Maybe it caught an animal 
that weighed too much and the stick just broke, " Sokka 
suggested . 

But the second trap was empty, as if it had never gone off. The third 
trap also had been cleared, though this time there was no pretending. 
"This was those smugglers, " Zuko growled. "They must have seen the 
traps from the river and snatched up all our good food." 

Sokka threw down his spear and jumped on it a few times. "Stupid! 
Breaking! Smugglers!" he shouted. Then he glanced at Zuko. "What, no 
HAAAAAAA!" He pretended to firebend. "ARC! Urf ! ROAR!" He tilted his 
head curiously. 

Zuko looked at him seriously, and shrugged. "Would it help if I 
did?" 

Sokka's eyebrow ticked in exasperation. "Well, there's one last 
trap . " 

"That one was right on the river though," Zuko pointed it. "I'm sure 
they took it . " 

"Its further upstream. Maybe they didn't go that far?" Sokka 
considered . 

Zuko nodded. "Right then. Better check it. I don't want to row all 
the way back on an empty stomach." 


Sokka grinned. "You could always signal the search and rescue 



teams . 


But Zuko had no intention of being rescued. That would just be the 
icing on the cake his smug guards needed to never give him a moment's 
peace again. SO they scrambled through the thickening growth to the 
last trap. 

When they got there, Zuko couldn't believe it! There, with its foot 
trapped, was a very succulent looking hare-pheasant, its ears 
twitching. It let out an unhappy squawk! when it saw them, but Zuko 
and Sokka both grinned in excitement. These were delicious! But the 
weight of the fat hare-pheasant had pulled the trap crooked. It now 
hung out over a steep drop off into the river. 

Not a problem at all for a pair of athletic, fearless - and very 
hungry - men. 

Zuko quickly scrambled onto the low hanging branch of the tree beside 
the stream. He found his feet and moved forwards, toe to heal, in 
quick steps til he was near the struggling hare-pheasant. "Sokka, 

I'll swing it to you." He hooked his knees around the branch and 
swung down, grabbing the precariously hanging stick and pushing it 
towards the land. 

Sokka grabbed onto the trunk or the tree with one gloved hand and 
leaned forward to grab the bird-like creature. It immediately went 
wild, picking at him, biting with its sharp incisors. "Hey! Stop it!" 
Sokka yelled at the animal. 

Zuko was distracted for a moment. Something had flashed by in the 
water. Something like a dark shadow... 

"Ahhhh, Sokka?" Zuko interrupted. "I think you better hurry 
upa€ 1 " 

He was just squinting down into the depths when the shadow 
materialized again, this time growing at a rapid rate. Something 
wasa€l ABOUT TO BREACH THE WATER! 

Reeling back, Zuko dropped the stick holding the hare-pheasant, 
sending it swinging about wildly, as he spun up and grabbed the 
branch with both hands, trying to get away from the shadow. He was 
almost fast enough. 

Erom out of the water leapt a giant bull shark, which easily weighed 
more than both men combined. Its skin was pale, and it had a big 
shark's tail, powerful, that was launching it out of the water. 

Tucked up below it's belly, like they were at rest, were four 
powerful bull legs, and two massive bull like horns weighed its head 
down. But its mouth was ALL teeth, big, wide open shark's teeth, and 
they were snatching right where Zuko ' s head had been moments 
before . 

He could hear Sokka screaming in shock and terror as he reeled back 
from the water, slipping in the mud and landed hard on his butt. Zuko 
tried to draw himself as far away from the water as possible, but as 
he swung his body up out of the way, his legs rotated with his turn, 
and the shark's mouth JUST closed on his foot. 


He let out a cry of shock and surprise as the full weight of the 



shark suddenly latched onto his leg, and he felt his body being torn 
out of the tree. He managed to catch the branch under his forearms, 
struggling for his life to hang on. The shark began to shake it's 
head side to side in an attempt to dislodge him. Zuko felt his grasp 
slip. "SOKKA!" The warrior was beating the shark with their makeshift 
spears, but he may as well have been hitting it with silk for all the 
good it was doing against the monstrous beast. 

But as the shark wiggled to shake Zuko down, he felt his borrowed 
boot pop suddenly slip lose. With his free foot he bent knee and 
kicked as hard as he could, shooting flames around the great beast 
with as much force as he could muster. The boot popped off and the 
shark fell away with nothing but a leather shoe as Sokka scrambled to 
his feet and tried to help Zuko climb to shore. "Your leg!" he cried. 
"Is it okay?" 

Zuko glanced down, expecting to see blood, a giant bite mark, or some 
missing toes. But his foot appeared to be completely fine. "How?" he 
gasped . 

"Must be the steel-toed - AHHHH ! " 

The shark emerged from the river again, but this time he did not 
breach, he came out at a run, a bull in full fledged charge. Zuko and 
Sokka split apart trying to get out of the way, and one of the horns 
caught Sokka in the chest, throwing him backwards into a tree. "I'm 
okay!" he heard Sokka ' s pathetic cry. "It's only my rib cage." 

Zuko backed towards the tree as the bull shark spun to face him, 
pawing the ground. Two flaps above his jaws opened and he snorted 
angrily through his wet nose. "Okay," Zuko said, his voice trembling 
slightly but trying to stay calm. "We don't want to fight. You want 
the food?" He reached out and wiggled the stick the hare-pheasant was 
on. The shark's eyes spun to it, his head sideways like a birds as 
his eyes were too far apart. "Yeah, that's it," Zuko encouraged it. 
"Mmmm, yummy bird. It won't firebend at you. Much better." 

After a moment's consideration, the bull shark decided the trapped 
animal was enough, and turned, charging at his. He plunged into the 
water, his huge jaws completely engulfing the squawking 
hare-pheasant. The rope tore, the stick snapped like a twig, and both 
creatures disappeared into the lake. 

Zuko watched in horror at what could have been his fate, as two twin 
fins circled the area for a moment as blood filled the water. Then 
the fins sunk back below the surface, and the shark was gone. 

His heart beating like mad, Zuko stumbled back away from the edge of 
the lake. 

"Told you there was a bull shark, " Sokka gasped, coming up behind 
Zuko . 

"Whata€ 1 why- OW DAMMIT!" He stepped towards Sokka and his bootless 
foot collided with a root, stubbing his toe in the most painful 
way . 

Zuko let out a growl of rage and adrenaline, shooting bright orange 
flames with only the slightest hint of his usual white. Above him the 
tree lit partially on fire. He kicked it's trunk. 



"There's the Zuko I remember." Sokka cleared his throat. "Allow me. 
A-hem. THIS IS IMPOSSIBLE!" the blue eyed warrior shouted in his best 
Zuko impersonation. 

Zuko sighed, regaining his composure. "Damn straight. You wanted us 
to hunt THAT?" 

"Yeaha€l maybe that was a bad plan." 

"Really?" Sarcasm dripped from his word. 

The two stared at each other for moment, then started laughing. The 
rush of adrenaline, the fact that they were both still alive, the 
insanity of it alla€l they just couldn't help it. Mirth bubbled from 
them until tears swelled up in Zuko ' s right eye. He wiped it clean. 
"It took my boot." 

"It almost _ate _you, " Sokka reminded. "I think it's worth it." 

"No, I mean, that shark ate my boot, and somehow I think stubbing my 
toe made me madder." 

"You think that's bad? Now you have no shoe, and no lunch." Sokka 
gestured to the broken, empty remains of the trap. "And I think I 
cracked a riba€ 1 maybea€ 1 At least bruised it pretty bad." 

"Let's give up," Zuko suggested, flopping on his back. "I need a 
drink . " 

"Here here, " Sokka agreed. 

"Really?" Zuko asked again, this time his voice hopeful, not a 
disappointed tone. 

"Sure. If we just cross the channel we can be on Ember Island in like 
two hours. I'm sure they have tons of bars there." 

Zuko sighed at the idea of food prepared by someone else and good 
wine. "We can't go to one of the upscale bars. They might recognize 


"Some shoddy, backwash bar in the middle of the slums of Ember 
Island-" 

"I don't think it really has slumsa€l It's mostly for 
tourists . " 

"Well then as close to slummy as we can find, " Sokka amended. "Here 
we come ! " 

So the two men abandoned their kayak and made the best bee line they 
could for civilization. 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>"Are you sure?" Katara asked with concern.<p> 

"We've looked at you on both a spiritual and a physical level, dear. 
There is absolutely nothing wrong with you." The older medicine woman 



called Tamik gave a friendly smile. 


"Now who wants an Ice Lolly?" 

Oh, Ice Lolly. 

A grown woman Katara may be, but there are some things in life that 
made you feel like a kid again, like a certain tasty treat from 
childhood . 

"Cherry or grape?" 

"Grape, please." 

Expertly the older waterbender drew out her hand as a nearby tub of 
icy water and purple liquid cascaded through the air, swirling and 
fusing together before finally solidifying on a small tongue 
depressor stick. 

Katara accepted the treat with no hesitation, nomming on its tasty 
goodness . 

"I've missed these so much! No one makes Ice lollies like the ones 
they do here in the north," she commented proudly. 

The older woman patted Katara' s shoulder gently. "Well I'm glad some 
things don't change. We were worried about you when you and your 
husband decided to move so far away to uha€ 1 what was it you called 
it? Air Temple Island?" 

"Yes, that's right." Katara tucked an out of place strand of hair 
behind her ears. "I mean I know it's so far away from home and 
family, but it's a great place to raise my children. Plus being so 
nearby to Republic City means being at the cusp of change. Everything 
is so new and different there. I want my family to experience it 
all." She said this with fondness, as it was a plan both she and Aang 
had agreed on. 

"Sounds lovely." Tamik chuckled with delight. 

"Besides it's not like I don't see my family at all. We all try to 
spend the summers whenever we can back home in the Southern Water 
Tribe for a few months. The kids and Aang love it, it's like they're 
constantly bit by the travel bug." Katara joked. 

"And you?" 


"Hmm?" 


"What about you?" 

"Oh wella€l" Katara sighed to herself before answering honestly. "I 
guess I do get exhausted sometimes. Being the wife of the Avatar, 
raising a family, teaching other waterbenders . . . it can be a bit 
mucha€ 1 but I wouldn't have it any other way. I love my life, and I 
love my family." 

"Eamily is our greatest treasures, " Tamik recited the age old Water 
Tribe proverb, one Katara was more than familiar with. 



While the conversation was a pleasant one, as soon as Katara had 
finished her icy treat her worried expression had return. Familya€l 
yesa€ 1 

"Elder Tamika€ 1 " 

"Goodness dear, please. I'm not that olda€ 1 just call me 
Tamik . " 

Katara smiled. The women of the Water Tribes were considered to be 
the most gentle of souls when they needed to be, but they could also 
command respect when they wanted to. She was glad her elder was more 
of the former. 

"Tamik, ifa€l if what you say is true, thena€ 1 I don't understand. Is 
there something else wrong with me?" Her voice came out a little 
shaky, as if perturbed by the recent facts. 

The older medicine woman placed a finger under Katara 's chin as she 
guided her gaze upwards to match her old eyes. "Honey, I have been 
doing this for as long as I can remember, so trust me when I say you 
are a lovely and _healthy_ young woman. Your husband is a lucky man 
to have you." 

"Than why can't Ia€l why can't we conceive again?" There she had said 
it - the heart of the matter. 

"Give it time girl. It will happen." 

Even being reassured by the trusted healer seemed not enough to 
convince her. Unconsciously Katara began to play around with her 
hair, a nervous tick she often regressed to. 

"If you need a little more assurance there are more ways for us to 
help you become more fertile. There are some teas we could give you, 
an herb or two you can add to your cooking or possiblya€l" Tamik 's 
voice trailed off as she brought a book down from her shelf, one that 
Katara could not help but stare at. "Hmmmma€l Have you and him tried 
rotating positions?" The healer's casual words and the lewd cover on 
the book was more than enough to bring a redness to Katara 's blushing 
face. Water Tribe culture had never been averse against the carnal 
ways but her relationship with her husband had always been a loving 
simple one. She had never thought there were as many ways to pleasure 
the human body as this book seemed to depict, let alone that there 
would be a whole book on it. 

"Uh, I ah... I mean- Oh goodness!" She exclaimed as the elder woman 
began to peruse through the pages of the book suddenly stopping at a 
particular one. "I find that many couples find this position 
extremely satisfying, and I've been told it's had great results." 
Tamik pointed the page out casually. "Many mothers say this was the 
form they used while conceiving." 

It's not like Katara had never been interested. She heard the wild 
stories from the women in her tribe growing up, but to suddenly have 
the conversation happen right in front of hera€ 1 it was just a tad 
bit much. 

"That'sa€l that's nice. I'll take the herbs and tea please." 



The medicine woman nodded as she began to collect what Katara needed 
into a simple pouch. 

"You should send your husband by," Tamik suggested. "It's been awhile 
since he had a check up, and it does take two to conceive. We could 
at least take a look and make sure he is well too?" 

Katara nodded, and agreed to ask Aang to stop in. She accepted the 
goods and thanked her trusted physician in good spirit, giving a 
light hug. Her footsteps brought her closer to the door before 
stopping. The younger waterbender then turned around, meekly. 

"I uha€ 1 Is it alright if I borrowa€ 1 that book as well?" 

Tamik smiled, honestly amused by the innocence of her patient. "Of 
course, dear." She took the book from her table and handed it over to 
Katara before giving a slightly mischievous smile. "Have 
fun . " 

Katara could just feel the heat from her cheeks, burning like they 
could melt the surrounding snow as she passed. She hastily took the 
book and said her goodbye one more time before strolling out of the 
office, wondering what Aang would say if he saw the book, and if she 
should show it to him. 

But though Katara searched high and low for Aang and her children, 
she found them in none of the usual haunts. She, sighed. She had told 
them she wasn't going to be long. Where had they gone? 

Aang and his restless feet. 

He must have wandered off with Kya and Burn!. 

She grimaced. Her children were always quick to agree on whatever 
their father wanted to do. Sometimes she felt outnumbered. 

"If you're looking for your husband Katara, he's outside the walls 
with your kids!" a soldier yelled nonchalantly from his station, 
giving her a small wave. 

Luckily it helped to be a chieftain's daughter. "Thanks, Ledo ! " she 
called back, returning the wave. "Tell your sister I said 
hi ! " 


Katara walked onwards and it wasn't long before she arrived on top of 
the outer ice walls of the Northern Water Tribe. She had forgotten 
how beautiful the sky was up here. Feeling at home, she placed her 
elbows against the massive railings, leaning outwards to enjoy the 
breathtaking view. She spotted her family not far in the distance, 
and felt a smile graced her lovely face. Aang was there, excited, 
from the look of things, as his hand gestures were all over the 
place, talking to that young new airbending boy. She could see him 
floating up on top of a single air sphere. The younger boy was trying 
to do the same and failing spectacularly . Katara could imagine why. 
The child was only three - airbending had to be quite the 
challenge . 


Zaheer was a blessing from the spirits. A small hope that said the 
airbenders would not disappear from this world. Not yet. 



But part of her wished that that honor would have been granted to 
_her_ kids. She also felt a terrible guilt that neither Bumi nor Kya 
could airbend. It wasn't their faults, and she loved them regardless, 
but she still couldn't help but wonder if the fault lay with her, no 
matter what Tamik said. She shook off the dreadful thoughts, repulsed 
by how she could think such a thing. No. No, Zaheer was an amazing 
boy destined to do great things. She would do anything in her power 
to support both him and her husband, no matter what. 

Speaking of her children - where were they? She glanced around but 
couldn't find a hair or hide of Kya and Bumi. Shouldn't they be with 
Aang? She was just starting to worry when she caught sight of them 
about twenty feet away from their father. Bumi was playing with his 
sister as he casually threw snowballs at her. At Least Katara thought 
they were casual. But those snow balls were going awfully fasta€ 1 

It was only a matter of time before one of them hit Kya in the face, 
causing the young waterbender to cry out angrily as she began bending 
to bury her older brother in a flurry of ice and snow. And Aang was 
not even paying attention, because he was so focused on 
Zaheer ! 

However before Katara could shout out to her daughter to stop, Aang 
did catch sight of what was happening. In the nick of time, the lithe 
figure of Aang blazed pass their daughter as he summoned up a 
whirlwind that lifted all three children up casually into the air. 

His strong breeze combined with the snow created a lovely coat of 
slow-falling, gentle white orbs and clear snowflakes. The atmosphere 
filled with laughter and delight. 

She exhaled slowly as she resigned herself to watch the scene from a 
far. A strange satisfaction upon her face. Aang always had a flare 
for creating fun out of danger. It was one of his most endearing 
qualities . 

She was content to watch her family have fun without her for now. She 
eventually pulled out a piece of parchment and pen as she began to 
jot down her private thoughts. 

_We ' ve arrived at the Northern Water Tribe and oh, Zuko, I've 
forgotten how amazing the sky can be here. The air is clear and 
crisp, shades of blue are everywhere and my people are thriving now 
more than ever thanks to the trade commissions you've help establish. 
Buta€ 1 we really didn't come here to just visit. _ 

And so she wrote down the details of the last few months. Finding 
another airbender, her worries about their own children, and her 
particular problem that had been plaguing her for months. 

It finally occurred to Katara the insanity of her current act. 

_This is crazy. What am I doing? Why am I even telling you this? You 
haven't responded in years. You clearly don't care at all what 
happens to me or to my familya€l Where were you Zuko? Where were you 
for Aang ' s Name Day? For Kya? For Bumi? For mine? Why are you 
avoiding me? Do youa€ 1 Do you hate me?_ 

Katara cupped her face out of frustration and guilt. She wasn't 
completely blind, nor was she an idiot. Writing Zuko, while a noble 
idea at the start, was eventually showing itself to be bad one. Given 



the history between the two of them, she had been working hard to 
avoid a breach in their friendship, so afraid it might wind up with 
one or the other of them hurting. She wanted the letters to keep that 
from happening, but she knew, maybe had known for a while now, that 
they were doing the opposite. She knew it wasn't fair to Zuko, but a 
small part of her still could not easily give him up out of her life, 
selfish it may be. She missed her friend. 

_So why do I still put him through this? Hasn't he had enough ?_ 

The voice that was usually docile in her mind answered back. 

Ia€l I don't knowa€ 1 

_You do knowa€ 1 you just won't ever admit ita€l_ 

Her hands were starting to shake as she gripped her letter close to 
her chest, whether it was from the cold or the sudden realization she 
couldn't say. She wouldn't say. Hastily she folded the letter in 
halves as she placed it deep in her pocket. It was the first of many 
letters she now knew she would never send. 

The air was getting colder and dusk was soon approaching. 

It was time to meet with her family, leaving behind the ghost of her 
inner thoughts. 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 

><p>"ARE YOU KIDDING ME?!" Zuko roared in exasperation at the bouncer 
who stood between their way.<p> 

"Hey, buddy. I don't know how they do it in the Water Tribes but here 
in the Eire Nation we got rules. No shoes, no shirts, no service." 

The heavy muscle grunted as he pointed at the sign directly behind 
him . 

"I'm just missing one boot!" 

"One too few. Sorry." 

On the one hand, his disguise was working perfectly, the man in front 
of him did not seem able to connect the dots at all. On the other 
hand it was working all too well, and since no one knew he was the 
Phoenix King, they had absolutely no respect for him. 

"Hey, let me handle this." Sokka gave a confident wink at the King 
before stepping in between himself and the bouncer. 

"Yo hotman, " he greeted the huge guardian of the door. "Looking good 
tonight. Listen champ - may I call you champ? I'm gonna call you 
champ. Anyway, champ, my buddy here has been having quite a rough day 
as you can see. His girlfriend just dumped him and everything, even 
took his left boot in the process. Hey, and just between you and 
mea€ 1 " Sokka looked around suspiciously, as if he was about to let 
out a well kept secret, before motioning for the big man to come 
closer so he could whisper the words. "She even took the 
dragon-doga€ 1 " 


Zuko was not against telling lies, but where the hell did Sokka think 



he's going with- 
Oha€ 1 

Alright, he could see where this was going. 

_Clever mana€l_ 

With arms cross the well muscled bouncer eyed the two carefully 
before sorting out his answer. "That's messed up. I got a dragon-dog 
at home too. Love the little idiot to deatha€ 1 Tell ya what. I'm not 
totally heartless. How about a silver piece or two for you and your 
buddy and let's just say I'm going to take a leak for the next minute 
or so. It ain't my fault if somebody snuck in while I was gone." 

"A reasonable rate for a reasonable man." the Water Tribe warrior 
agreed as he snuck two silver coins in the man's breast pocket. 

A moment later the giant man eyed both ways cautiously, then took a 
long walk away from the bar. 

Zuko could only look at his companion, in disbelief of how he had 
managed that. "How did you know it was going to work?" he curiously 
asked as the two made their way into the humble abode. 

"What can I saya€ 1 everybody loves dragon-dogs." Sokka 
grinned . 

"Still, I don't know about this bar," Zuko stated his 
concern . 

"What's wrong with it? You're totally right. There are no slums on 
ember island. This bar is totally nice!" 

"Not that. The name." He pointed up at the sign. 

It read, CHAN AND RUON-JIAN'S AWESOME BAR. 

Clearly the sign held no meaning to the Water Tribe warrior as he 
shrugged nonchalantly and went in. 

The Phoenix King sighed, trudging slowly behind his companion. He was 
too exhausted to care at this point. 

In mere moments the two found a quiet corner of the bar to call their 
own and settled in to enjoy themselves in one of the greatest 
pastimes of all hard working men. 

Drinking themselves silly. 

"My good man, a bottle of your finest baiju wine and keep em coming! 
We're going to be here all night!" Sokka placed a bagful of coins on 
the counter for the elated bartender, who was more than happy to help 
out paying customers. 

It wasn't long until the two were already on their third bottle, 
slowly working their way towards their fourth. 

"No way, how could she even say that to you? I mean you're her 
husband!" Zuko exclaimed, taking in another shot, his face already 



redder than usual . 


"I know right?! I love my wife but by the ocean spirit can Suki get 
so annoying sometimes. I get no respect in my own home, mana€ 1 no 
respect at all, " his Water Tribe brother bitterly stated, matching 
his drink with one of his own. "What about you? Mr. 
Most-Eligible-Bachelor in the entire Fire Nation. Where's that 
special someone, huh?" 

The long-haired firebender scoffed as he placed the glass to his 
lips, taking a smaller swig this time. "Yeah, right. With all that 
I'm doing I barely have time for myself, let alone time for a 
family . " 

"...Hmm. Good pointa€ 1 " Sokka paused for a moment before the boyish 
grin of old came back into his face, inebriation kicking in. "Ah 
don't worry about it. Marriage is super overrated. I mean where's the 
freedom in it? You don't want to be tied down just yet. Look at you, 
you're at the prime of your life. I say go with the flow baby! If you 
ask me I'd say don't do it. At least until you've found someone you 
actually want to spend the rest of your life witha€ 1 you haven't 
found someone have you?" 

_Your sister. _ 

"N-no not yet." Zuko lied through his teeth. 

"What about that Mai girl? Aren't you and her close?" 

"...It's complicated . " Zuko rubbed his temple in frustration. 

"Tsk. That's what guys say about women they don't wanna 
marry . " 

"Sokkaa€ 1 " 

"Hey I'm not judging. It's all good bro . It's your life. No one 
should tell you who you should marry but yourself." 

Silent contemplation fell between the two as they continued to enjoy 
their drinks. It would fall to Zuko who would break the 
silence . 

"How's your sister?" 

"Katara? Oh you knowa€ 1 busy doing Katara things. Teaching. Raising 
her family. Smooching it up with Aanga€ 1 " 

Zuko really wished he hadn't heard the last part. 

"She's actually on a trip up north to visit the healers at the north 
pole or somethinga€ 1 but she was asking about you. Hey did you guys 
get into a fight or something? I mean I know you were busy in all for 
Aang ' s name day but it's like you haven't shown your face outside the 
palace in years, " the blue eyed warrior stated softly, clearly 
probing Zuko to find the heart of his issues. 

"No it's not like that." Zuko didn't know how long he could keep 
Sokka in the dark for but by Agni he was going to try until his dying 
days. He didn't know how his blood brother would act if he ever found 



out about the hidden fling with Katara. "I justa€ 1 could never find 
the time to see her, that's all," he lied again, knowing that despite 
his inebriation, tonight was all about keeping his lies 
consistent . 

"Yeah? Oh well. Like I said, she was asking about you. It wouldn't 
kill you to write back, Zuko . " 

_Oh it just might. _ 

"Some other time, perhaps." Zuko stated cooly, more than eager to end 
the subject. 

Just thinking of Katara right now turned his mood foul. He poured 
himself another glassful of wine, secretly hoping the alcohol would 
eventually drown out his thoughts of her. 

Sokka saw what he was doing and clanged his glass in anticipation. 
Zuko responded by pouring him the same amount. The odd pair gave a 
silent toast, their glasses clinked against the other. Down the 
hatches the drink went. 

Then another. 

And another. 

It came to a point that Zuko and Sokka had already met their limit as 
they approached their thirteenth bottle of the night. The wine was 
tasting better, Zuko really had to piss, and he definitely wasn't 
thinking of Katara now. He was barely thinking at 
all . 


Both men silently stared at their glasses, their chins resting upon 
the smooth table. Eyes blankly yet intensely gazing at the prized 
object . 

"You knowa€ 1 I reallya€l reallya€l hie... like this glassa€l" Reason 
was clearly gone now too; the Phoenix King was completely intoxicated 
beyond measure. 

"Oha€ 1 yeah?..." His comrade was faring no better. 

"I'm keeping this," he decided suddenly. "I'm taking this glass home 
with me! It will be the king of all glasses! Because I'm... 
king ..." 

"...you do... hica€ 1 you do whatever you want, man. You are the 
kinga€ 1 " 

"That's what... what I said. I'm Phoenix King Zuko... RULER OE THE 
NATION!" He stood, his declaration louder than he'd realized, shaking 
his fist skyward. 

"What'd you say bub?" Ear to their right a ragged group of Eire 
Nation sailors had heard their conversation and did not appear 
pleased with what they were hearing. 



"It's one thing for you to come in here wearing that fake-ass scar on 
your face, " one of them spat out loudly, disgust clear in his 
voice . 

"It's another when you slander our good King's name. Who in Agni do 
you think you are Water Tribe boy?" His much larger comrade finished 
for him. "You think you can mock our King!?" 

Zuko stared at the group, undaunted and unafraid. "I am Phoe-" 

"It's all good here guys," Sokka interrupted quickly, turning towards 
where the three men were sitting and waving them down. "Don't worry 
about it. It ' sa€ 1 hie... It's all in good fun. Barkeep, a round for 
everyone pleasea€ 1 " His blue eyed friend, whether through sheer luck 
or having a higher tolerance to the drink, managed to be coherent 
enough to quell the situation. "To show we meanta€ 1 no offense." 

Maybe Sokka just always functioned with a higher stupidity rate, so 
the drink wasn't as crippling. 

Either way, quelling the situation was something Zuko clearly did not 
care for. He had lost a boot to a bull shark today. He deserved some 
payback ! 

He stumbled to his feet and turned aggressively towards the 
challenging men. "Whatever, peasants. I'ma€l I'm your king, and you 
will show... show mea€ 1 the respect! That I d-deserve." 

That was one boast the sailors could not ignore as three of them 
nodded, got up from their table and came round so they could see Zuko 
face to face. 

"Buddy, you are one taunt away from getting your ass handed to you. 

I ' d be careful of what you say next," the biggest of the three warned 
the inebriated King one last time. 

"You tell him, Han!" the other backed him up. 

Zuko grinned wickedly to himself, as if he knew a secret no one else 
knew about. He eyed his sloshed friend, who gave up a sigh of 
surrender. "Oh wella€l at leasta€ 1 at leasta€ 1 at least let me finish 
my last drinka€ 1 " Sokka held up a single finger in the air, 
indicating he needed a moment as he gulped down the burning liquid 
down his throat. Once he had downed it, he stood up on Zuko ' s right, 
cracking his neck from side to side. "Okay I'm good." 

Han didn't even know what hit him as he crashed against the window, 
propelling him all the way outside and into the rough dirt. 

It didn't take long until someone hollered the dreaded words 
indicating the time to unleash nightly drunken chaos. 

"BAR ROOM FIGHT!" 

Jeers and yells erupted from all corners of the bar as fists and 
bottles flew all around them. 

One of the trio broke his glass against the table, creating a 
makeshift weapon, one Zuko had anticipated. Drunk he might be, but 
the pounding beat in both his heart and head spoke to a truer rhythm 



in him, one he could not ignore. Fighting was something he was good 
at; no amount of alcohol was going to stop years of martial training 
from kicking in. 

A thrust of the bottle was aimed at his throat, but the movement was 
too slow. He quickly side stepped the attack and grabbed hold of the 
man's wrist painfully before twisting and breaking the attacker. 

The man yelled in pain but Zuko didn't even give him time to recover 
as a savage punch straight to the noise knocked his opponent out like 
a light. 

His head scanned around, looking for the next fight. The second 
biggest of the trio was menacingly looking at him before picking up 
the empty table on his left. He could hear the whining cry of the 
bartender who hid behind his counter, "No guys! C'mon that's brand 
new furniture ! " 

But before Zuko could even defend himself against the table-wielder 
the familiar battle cry of his friend wailed through the room, and 
the sound of a bottle shattering against a man's skull followed. The 
heavy man with the lifted table turned around, annoyed and pissed at 
Sokka ' s attacked. 

A look of mild disbelief was on Sokka 's face as he looked at the 
broken bottle in his hand. It had clearly had zero effect on the 
enraged drunk, who now stood over the water tribe warrior with the 
heavy table still prepared to smash in someone's skull. Sokka glanced 
up it, and frowned. Than, "...It was that guy!" He than vehemently 
pointed to his left, and the man with the table glanced sideways to 
see if there was someone else. 

The moment's distraction was all Zuko needed as he vaulted into the 
air effortlessly, a drop kick smashing the table to bits and 
colliding with the man's face. Sokka immediately acted too, taking 
clear advantage of his opponents dazed and off balance manner. He 
casually leaned back and stuck his leg out, tripping the colossal man 
to the ground. 

"Don't. Mess. With. the. Water. Tribes!" Sokka hammered on as his 
boots pounded away at the fallen titan. 

Beneath all the heavy and hot atmosphere, even intoxicated, Zuko had 
never felt more alive than in that moment. It had been so long since 
he had felt this simple, this free. Ducking under a thrown sucker 
punch from behind he turned to land a series of lightning fast jabs 
to the would be attacker's chest catching him in one of his favored 
techniques, and finishing off with a thundering elbow that racked 
against the man's jaw. 

He didn't need to bend. He was too busy losing himself in the moment 
of adrenaline fueled brawling. A bottle was thrown across the room 
colliding with the back of his head, causing him to stagger. He could 
feel the warm red liquid pouring down his neck. Zuko didn't care. He 
just needed to punch whoever did that. 

It was then that a loud whistling sound pierced the air as uniformed 
soldiers came in breaking up the entire fight. "What in the name of 
Roku is all this?! Settle down!" The captain of the guards barked out 
his orders as his men secured every participant of the fight. 



separating them from each other. 

"Hey! Hey!" the officer approaching Zuko warned as he pulled up his 
baton from his hip to push back the bleeding yet excitable 
king-in-disguise. "I said calm down, son!" 

"Who's responsible for all this?!" The gruff captain yelled out his 
inquiry . 

Simultaneously multiple fingers pointed at Zuko. 

Zuko blinked and turned to the guards. "Captain! I demand you arrest 
whoever threw... threwaC 1 Someone hit me in the back with that 
bottle! " Zuko slurred his words, but tried anyway, not caring to 
take the blame for all of this. 

"And why would I do that?!" 

"BecauseaC 1 aha€ 1 becauseaC 1 " Before he could finish his sentence he 
felt a heaving of his stomach. 

Wine and too much physical motion was never a good thing, and now he 
was paying the price for it. What came down, must come up. 

At the captain's feet. 

Zuko panted, a bit dizzy but feeling much better. He glanced 
momentarily at the appalled captain as he used the back of his hand 
to wipe out the dripping saliva from his mouth. "You uha€ 1 you got 
something thereaC 1 on your boots." 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>Zuko's head pressed against the metal bars of his cage, it's cool 
surface providing excellent relief to the pounding headache he was 
feeling, a combination of the head injury he had retained that 
earlier night along with his growing hangover. <p> 

"OhhhaC 1 " He groaned, wincing as the loud sound of banging were like 
knives stabbing at his brain. 

"Hey guards! Why are we the only ones in jail?! Were not the ones who 
almost killed their king!" Sokka kicked the bars of his neighboring 
cell, clearly no longer wasted. 

"Can youaC 1 can you keep it down Sokka? I'm trying not to die in 
hereaC 1 " 

"Sorry. Just kinda frustrated here. Didn't think this is where we 
would end our last night." His blood brother sighed, finally taking a 
seat against the wall, his hands behind his head. 

"You okay there. Sparky?" 

"Yeah, I 'll... I 'll manage. I've been through worse. Though 
admittedly, this is a first for me." 


A moment of silence filled the air. A chuckle or two soon followed 
then a cacophony of easy laughter. 



"We're in jail," Sokka stated through his chuckles, as if still 
musing if his sentence was true. 

"For disturbing the peacea€ 1 " Zuko finished his thoughts for him, 
both finding the irony of two former heroes of the war being labeled 
as deviants and mischief makers. 

The two continued to laugh for a solid minute or more before finally 
sombering up. 

"We shouldn't be here too much longer," Zuko mused. They're bound to 
figure out who I am eventually. I guess we can just relax for the 
night and wait it out." He mirrored Sokka 's action as he also sat 
down and leaned against the solid metal wall, his golden gaze 
strictly focusing at the small barred window above his cell, looking 
up at the night sky. 

"Hey, thanksa€ 1 for all of this." 

Sokka sniffed as if it was a small thing. "Ahh don't mention it. 

You'd do the same for me, you know if I were like a King of 
somethinga€ 1 " 

But Zuko insisted. "I mean it. I was so caught up with what was going 
on, I kinda lost focus and justa€ 1 shut down." 

"Hmmm, " Sokka agreed. "What happened, man?" 

There was a question Zuko knew was bound to come up sooner or later. 
Well if there was any time to talk about it, it might as well be 
while they were stuck in jail with no place to go. He took a deep 
breath. "... It's my uncle. He's been... not himself lately." Zuko 
stated the heavy thought into a simple phrase. 

"Whoa, is he sick?" 

"Yeaha€l" the raven haired king replied, banging his head once 
against the metallic surface, forgetting how bad it already hurt. 
"I've tried everything, Sokka. Medicine, exercise, spiritual 
communes, even waterbending healing. Nothing worksa€ 1 " His fingers 
gripped themselves into a hard fist, shaking with uneasy anger. 
"Nothinga€ 1 works . " 

"We'll maybe Katara could-" 

"I doubt she could help. I sought out everyone, including all the 
masters of the Northern Water Tribe. All they said is that they can 
do is make his life as comfortable as possible. But what is done is 
done. They can do no more." 

Silence fell once more between them, this time the air was heavy and 
thick as Sokka now joined him in his distance worry. 

"...That's rough, buddy," was all Sokka could say, imitating Zuko ' s 
own words of long ago back to him now. 

Hearing it did nothing to help his uncle, but with those simple words 
Zuko could find he could breathe a little easier, as if a huge burden 
had been lifted from his shoulders. At least he wasn't in it alone. 
"Tell me about it." 



"Have you seen or talked to him lately?" 

Zuko hesitated. "...That's what I'm afraid of. I don't know if I can 
face him - not like how he is. That ' sa€ 1 that's not my 
uncle . " 

"Zukoa€ 1 " 

"I know, I knowa€ 1 It just, urn, hurtsa€l to see him like that, you 
know?" His voice was laced with pain, as small drops of tears slowly 
ebbed down his cheek, their hot trails in contrast to the cold night 
air. He turned his good eye away from his blood brother so he 
wouldn't notice before continuing. "What am I supposed to do now, 
Sokka? The most powerful man in my country and I can't even do 
anything for my familya€l" he asked desperately. 

"You do what you always do, Zuko, " Sokka answered. "You be there for 
him, regardless of what may happen. Just be the person he's always 
been proud to call his nephew." 

Sokka 's words rang clearly through the mists of doubt in his heart. 

It was an answer he had far along concluded, but couldn't find the 
courage to face. Perhaps it was time he was done hiding. 

"You knowa€ 1 for an idiot, you say some pretty cool stuff sometimes." 
Zuko smiled as he wiped away the remainder of his tears. 

"Of course I do!" Sokka grinned. "You may be Fire Lord phoenix 
whatever, but I'm water tribe. Nobody gets family like we do." 

Zuko sniffed, and wiped his check, trying for a tired smile. "Oh, 
har-har, wise-one." But there was some truth to it. 

"I'll be here here all night!" His blood brother grinned. 

"Well," came a voice from outside the cells. "Maybe not all night." 

It was the officer who had arrested them. "You're being bailed 
out . " 

He stepped aside and Zuko saw the form of Lai Fo, his Captain of the 
Imperial Guard, step into the small room of holding cells. "Great," 
Zuko grumbled. "Just perfect." 

Lai Fo ' s eyes fell on Zuko, and he sighed a huge breath of relief. 
"See?" the officer was saying to Lai Fo. "I told you it isn't him. No 
way the Phoenix King would be in a bar fight at-" 

"Your Majesty!" Lai Fo exclaimed, rushing to Zuko ' s cell. "My 
greatest apologies for this oaf!" He turned and glared at the 
officer. "You live one island away from the capital and you don't 
even recognize your own Fire Lord! Release him immediately!" 

The guard's mouth dropped open. "What? You meana€ 1 this is really 
Phoenix King Zuko?" 

"Lai Fo, it's okay," Zuko started. 


"I should demote you!" Lai Fo barked. "We have had alerts out in 
attempts to recover the King for days now, and I bet you didn't even 



read them ! " 


"The messenger hawka€ 1 " The officer faltered, than gave up. He 
saluted stiffly. "You are correct, of course. Captain. My apologies. 
Please do as you see fit." 

"Lai Fo, " Zuko spoke again. "He was only doing his job." 

"Yeah," Sokka agreed. "We kind of started a bar fight." 

Zuko tilted his head. "I know how you handle your soldiers is up to 
you, and I don't want to undermine your rank-" 

"Never, my King!" 

"-but I think we can let this man off with a warning, just this once? 
After all, he was not cruel. He was fair, and he alerted you pretty 
quick it seems." 

Lai Fo pretended to consider, but agreed with Zuko in the end. "As 
you wish, my King." He turned to the officer. "Well, what are you 
waiting for? Release him immediately!" 

The man jumped and ran to do it, rushing from Zuko ' s cell to Sokka' s. 
Lai Fo stepped forward and Zuko reached out to shake his hand. "I'm 
sorry I gave you such a hard time, Lai Fo. I know it was unfair. But 
do you think you could do me a favor and maybe not spread around the 
capital how you found me?" 

"Your Majesty, why do you think I left the rest of the men behind and 
came to check this lead out personally?" Lai Fo asked. "If it wasn't 
you, no harm. But if it wasa€ 1 " 

Zuko nodded. "I appreciate the discretion. We will also need to see 
to, ah... repairs. For the bar. I'm afraid we may have done quite a 
number on it, and some of its patrons." 

Lai Fo ' s face remained the picture of stony formality, but he stated, 
"I would have expected nothing less if you were in the fight. Sire." 
Zuko grinned. "Think no more on it, your eminence. I will handle 

it . " 

"While you're on it," Sokka interrupted, "you should probably send 
some people to deal with that river monster." 

"River monster?" Lai Fo asked, frowning with worry. 

"That's a long story." Zuko turned and looked at Sokka. "Perhaps 
another time. For today, I assume all my duties are still on hold? 
They haven't reported that I'm back yet?" 

"Not yet, your Highness, " Lao Fo confirmed, his voice a bit 
suspicious . 

"Then I would truly appreciate it if you could arrange with your 
search detail to make a stop off on the way home." The King glanced 
at his friend, and took a deep breath. It was time. "I would like to 
visit my uncle." 



><p>Zuko parted ways from Sokka and his royal guards. They took up 
positions around the tea shop, determined not to lose their king 
again. "You could come, you know," Zuko told Sokka. <p> 

"I will," Sokka answered. "Maybe before we leave the Fire Nation, 
with Suki . But today, I think it should be just you." Zuko nodded 
appreciation and started up the stairs to his uncle's place. 

Zuko smiled fondly upon spotting an unexpected guest coming down to 
greet him. 

The familiar face of Toph nodded in solemn greeting followed by a 
friendly punch to Zuko ' s chest, her favored form of affection. "Hey, 
Hotman . " She smiled. 

"Hey to you too, Toph." He punched her shoulder lightly in return. 
"What are you doing here? Isn't Republic City's Chief of Police 
suppose to be _in_ Republic City keeping the peace?" He 
inquired . 

"Ah ah ah," Toph wagged her finger in front of his face in defiance. 
"Soon to be Republic Chief of Police. Aang and some republic 
dork-head still haven't officially opened my office yet. So 
technically I can still do whatever I want for the next couple of 
daysaC 1 or hours depending on how fast Twinkle-Toes works so depending 
on how that goes I will either be exactly on time for my first day on 
the job or unbelievably late. Don't know which one I'm more rooting 
for. " 

Zuko had been proud of his friend's accomplishment s but was relieved 
to be left out of Aang ' s pet project of a new world for all manners 
of people. He was already deeply entrenched in the political games of 
his own court. He was not about to dip his toes into the tank of 
piranha-sharks that was foreign diplomacy. He had maintained a stable 
neutrality for his country and that was barely keeping the 
nationalists and loyalists from going at each other's throats. Rather 
he would trust people like Aang and Toph to guide this new world of 
theirs to fruition. 

"How is he?" Zuko changed the subject. 

He knew why Toph was here. She visited here about as rarely as he 
did . 

"Some days he's betteraC 1 some days he's worse. It's a toss of the 
dice Zuko. You know that." she said as softly as she could. 

"I know, justaC 1 how well?" 

"He's not bad today. He even told me that story of when you had that 
romantic outing with that Ba Sing Se girl and-" 

"Alright that's, enough." Zuko cut her off, not needing to relive 
that particular memory. "Well, wish me luck," he stated as he passed 
her . 

A rough pat on the back was her only reply. 

As Toph reached the base of the stairs he saw Sokka rushing up to 



her. Casual greetings were passed as the warrior demanded, "you 
knew!? And you didn't tell me?" 

"Ever heard of a secret, numbnuts?" Sokka grunted at what was likely 
a tradition Toph punch. 

Zuko smiled as he ascended quietly up the remaining stairs. The 
servants and workers around him paid him no mind, for that was what 
they were paid to do. He passed row upon row of empty tables til he 
settled for one. 

The one he chose looked worn as if it had been used countless times. 
It was in the perfect place in the shop. Cool during the afternoon 
heat, warm during the cold nights, and just enough window space for 
the sun or the moon to shine through and illuminate a solemn drinking 
session . 

He found the man he was seeking sitting in his favorite spot. 

"Oh, Zuko. You came!" 

"Uncle, " he greeted simply, giving the man a mighty embrace before 
letting go. 

He settled for the empty seat right next to his favorite blood 
relative . 

"The leaves we've brought in today are of exceptional value. You 
really need to try some. Nephew." 

"I will. Just one though. I don't have much time; I just came to see 
how you're doing." 

"Oh, business is not as bustling as before. All of those fancy new 
ways to create tea is making it a little difficult. Whoever heard of 
a machine that brews tea for you anyway? But we have a few loyal 
customers so we manage. A few who still remember that tea making 
requires an artist's touch." His uncle fondly smiled. 

"I keep telling you to start manufacturing tea bags," Zuko suggested 
as Iroh frowned in disapproval. "You'd make a killing." 

"Nonsense. The only thing that I would kill would be my tea." Iroh 
countered with a subject as frustrating for his nephew as tea bags 
were for him. "How's Katara?" 

Zuko frowned now. It was his turn to dislike the 
topic . 

"UncleaC 1 " 

"Don't you Uncle me. Have you told her you still think about her to 
this day? That you go to sleep at night with her name on your 
lips ? " 

The king of the Fire Nation's face turned beet red. "Who- who- told 
you-" 


"Lucky guess. 



Zuko grimaced, and his uncle chuckled. "Whatever the case. Uncle, you 
know I can't do that. I justa€ 1 I just can't. " 

"Have you even seen her?" Iroh asked with sincerity and 
concern . 

" Yyyyesssa€ 1 . . " Zuko lied through his teeth. 

A grown man he may be but his uncle always had a way of making him 
feel like a child. 

"I mean in the last year or so," Iroh corrected. 

" Yyyyyyyyya€ 1 noa€ 1 " Zuko trailed off guiltily. 

"As I feared. You can't keep doing this to yourself nephew," Iroh 
sighed. "The reason why you are so miserable right now is because you 
haven't moved past Katara in the last fourteen years. It's not 
healthy for you, Zuko." 

The former prince looked at the elder man with a somber gaze. 

"...what if I don't want to?" 

The elder Fire Nation royal sighed with reluctant acceptance as he 
placed a comforting hand on the younger man's shoulder. "My dear, 
dear Nephewa€ 1 Of course you don't want to. But its time." 

The two shared a solemn moment where Zuko waited patiently for Iroh's 
classic, comforting follow up thought. 

It never came. 

"The leaves we've brought in today are of exceptional value. You 
really need to try some. Nephew." 

His heart broke a little. For today had made him believe, for a 
moment or two, that the Iroh of old returned. Sadly, it was his turn 
to place a comforting hand on the older man's aging shoulder. 
"Yeaha€l" his voice felt hoarse. "Yeah, I'll have one today, 

Unclea€ 1 " 


End 
f lie . 



